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Abstract
This dissertation is an auto-criticism, a new qualitative inquiry founded in educational
criticism and arts-based research, which describes and analyzes my lived experience as a
female university teacher. The purpose of this study is to describe, interpret, evaluate and
thematize my experiences with professional stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care.
Secondly, it illuminates auto-criticism as a methodology with potential contributions to
qualitative research and higher education.
Personal documents, internal artifacts, and external artifacts generated during a
challenging period of my life as a university teacher are used as data. Language and
photography combine to story my lived experiences and findings.
This study reveals the importance of engaging in discourse about the unrealistic
expectations and struggles of university teachers to change the dialogue and normalize
struggles and stories of struggles. Secondly, this study underscores the need for self-care
for university teachers, as this is critical to sustaining the lives of educators. Finally, autocriticism, as a creative and flexible new methodology, has the potential to story the lived
experiences of teachers’ struggles in a more accessible and engaging way. Auto-criticism
encourages collective reflection, engagement, and public discourse, thus generating
meaning-making and offering the potential for real-world improvement in education.
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Chapter One
“Pink Moon,” Death, and Falling

Figure 1: “Pink Moon,” Death, and Falling photographic representation.
August 2016. I am thinking back to this moment – a photograph in my mind. My
husband Jon and I are driving through Northern California in what is perhaps the most
magical area in the world. The car bends and curves with Highway 1 as twilight
1

approaches. Nick Drake croons in a soft, low voice, and “Pink Moon” calls out on the
speakers.
Saw it written and I saw it say
Pink moon is on its way
And none of you stand so tall
Pink moon gonna get ye all
(Drake, 1972, track 1).
I crane my neck up and towards the massive, tall, gray-blue redwood trees blanketed in
thick fog on one side of us and the limitless ocean of possibility on the other. It is a
moment of peace, quiet, and calm, mirrored in the soft, gentle serenade of Drake’s song.
It is a moment of birth born unto the moon.
October 2016. Now, it is late in the evening. The fading red, yellow, and orange
leaves crunch under my boots as I walk across campus. It has been a full day of teaching
and a full week of my reappointment proceedings as an Assistant Teaching Professor. I
find myself once again heading into an evening doctoral class. I am completing my Ph.D.
in curriculum and instruction on top of my full-time work. My colleagues who have
become my friends are with me. I am excited because I am pregnant. Laura and Leigh are
both mothers. I shared with Leigh earlier that day at work that I am scared because I am
spotting. Pink stained toilet paper and damp underwear. She has three healthy adult boys
and assures me that spotting can be normal.
Sitting in class, my lower abdomen twists and pulls in pain. I look at Laura, my
closest of confidants, and excuse myself to the shared bathroom down the hall. I pull
down my underwear to find more than spotting. Dark clots of thick and sticky black
blood exit my body, and I know that this is not normal. I am miscarrying.
2

As I stare ahead at the stained, yellow bathroom door closing in on me, I am no
longer in this magical coastal retreat, and the feeling of limitless possibility is falling
away from me. I hear his song and see the photograph, “Pink moon is on its way/ And
none of you stand so tall/ Pink moon gonna get ye all.”
December 28, 2016. It has been an incredibly stressful term – hours of grading and
lesson planning have concluded, my reappointment portfolio has been submitted to my
committee, and my doctoral coursework has ended for the term. I am on break. I am
pregnant again.
It’s just before midnight. We have been in bed since 9:30 pm. Bea Arthur is curled up
near my head, and her whiskers brush against my cheek. Jon is sleeping on my left side,
or at least it seems like he is asleep. It is cold. I can see the snow coming down in light
patterns outside our tiny, cramped, temporary apartment. It is December. I cannot sleep. I
am lying in bed, writhing in pain but trying to do so quietly so I will not wake them.
I have already spoken with my medical team today. They call me. This is an unusual
medical experience for me despite my many visits to doctors and ERs throughout my life
for various chronic health issues. The team is all over me. Checking in to see how I feel.
Checking in to see if the level of pain has changed. I am thinking of the awkward medical
pain scale I have seen so many times – strange green happy face to bright red
unimaginable pain face. Where is my pain registering at this point, I think to myself?
The resident, a sweet young woman, probably in her late 20s or early 30s,
sympathetically listens as I describe my pain the best I can. She tells me, “You can start
taking some pain pills,” which they had said I could not do last week. “We don’t want
3

you to take so much Tylenol that you can’t feel the pain because this could be
dangerous.” Potentially deadly, she tells me. I have only taken 400 milligrams. The pain
has not changed at all and feels weird. My whole body feels off. I do not feel right.
I have experienced a lot of pain in my life: chronic kidney issues beginning in
childhood and feeling my skin peeling back and burning without enough anesthesia
during surgery. It is hard to know how much pain is too much. It is hard to know when
this pain is too much.
I say to Jon in a soft voice, “Something feels wrong.” He shifts his head in my
direction and says, “What do you want to do?” I am beyond frustrated. We have been to
the emergency room four times in two weeks. I do not want to go again. I do not want to
make him go back. I am so sick of this. I cry and scream out how frustrated I am. Neither
of us knows what to do, so Jon turns away and tries to fall back asleep.
Another 30 minutes pass. I look over at Jon with so much guilt inside me for bringing
it up again. I say to him, “I think we need to go.”
We drive the eight minutes to the emergency room. The snow is starting to come
down in more than just flurries at this point. I call my team on the way and tell them, just
as they had instructed me so many times before, “We are on our way.”
Anschutz Medical Emergency Room. I am skirted ahead of all the other patients
waiting in the waiting room. We are in an exam room. I am hooked up to an IV and
monitors. I am given pain meds through the IV, but not too much that I cannot feel it this strange twisting, burning, and pinching in my lower right side. My body is tensed up.
It’s very early in the morning at this point.
4

Soon, I am wheeled down the hall, Jon, at my side. We enter the dark, cold, dimly lit
room, and I lay down on the table. I spread my legs. She inserts the cold plastic wand.
Black and white fuzz appear on the monitor. Has it grown? This is the question. Jon asks
a few questions as she moves the wand around, and her fingers click the mouse and
keyboard. The questions are of no consequence. I am distracted. I am somewhere far off.
After she finishes the ultrasound, the tech wheels me back to my room. I am told my
doctor Jen will be in soon and would like to discuss the ultrasound. These 45 minutes feel
like an eternity. I am shivering. Three warming blankets lay over me, but I am still cold.
The heavy blanket of winter outside seems to pull me deeper into darkness.
I hear the glass door opening, and Jen pulls the curtain to the side and walks into our
room. I cannot quite read her face, but she is not smiling. Jon is curled up uncomfortably
in the chair to the left side of me. She says good morning and says, “Well, you have had
quite the night, again.” I smile as best as I can in the awkward politeness that is
necessary. She logs into the computer and pulls up the ultrasound images. “You can see
that it has grown since the last time you came in.” It seems that the methotrexate (a drug
commonly given for cancer treatment) has not prevented it from growing. After 20
minutes, she leaves the room. Jon and I are alone. I have to make a decision. I cannot do
it alone, but I must. “We can wait and see,” she says when she comes back into the room.
It might stop growing, or maybe we find ourselves in the ER several times more because
of the pain or emergency surgery. I am not good at making decisions but ultimately make
the decision alone, supported by my community of family and professionals.

5

Surgery is scheduled for that day. They remove the ectopic pregnancy and, in the end,
must take my fallopian tube. The large hard sack, the size of an oversized chicken egg in
an overstretched tiny plastic cocktail straw, is about to burst at any moment and cause
uncontrollable bleeding, possibly leading to death. I uncontrollably sob as I wake from
surgery in pain, and Jen shares this new piece of information as she hands me a
photograph from the operation. The pregnancy is gone, and I am not whole. This new
photograph - the death and the loss - is all I can see. “Pink Moon” seems to mock me as I
am falling away from the ocean of limitless possibility.
Reflections: From Death and ‘Falling’ to My Research Purpose
A miscarriage followed just two months later by an ectopic pregnancy, and
emergency surgery would be hard for anyone, my therapist reassures me. When
compounded by all the stressors at work, it is no wonder you are searching for help, she
says. It is no wonder I feel like I am falling. I cannot help but laugh, an uncomfortable
pain-filled laugh, as I sit in the small office and contemplate the sadly tragic and comical
nature of it all when I think back on the months leading up to it.
I have been a teacher for 15 years and was an Assistant Teaching Professor who
taught language requirement courses for undergraduate students at a university in
Colorado. Professors on campus cringed in disbelief when I would say that I taught 12
courses a year. “It’s exhausting,” I would concur when they spoke of the absurdness of
the demands and expectations of my role on campus. I love working with students, but
the requirements of scholarship and service, in addition to teaching, can get heavy at
times, and at times pull us farther away from our calling as teachers. I advised and
6

mentored students and other faculty. I was on several committees for our department and
the university. During the summer and fall of 2016, I was preparing my portfolio for
review for reappointment, an arduous and painstakingly long and grueling couple of
months working to prove that I should have been able to keep my job. A job I knew I was
good at, a job I had loved despite the constant pressures, the under-appreciation, and the
feeling of being used up by the end of the day. A job that I stayed in too long because I
loved the possibility of authentic connections that can be fostered through good teaching
and teachers. A feeling of connection to “mother” the only human children I had.
As a teacher and academic, my life has been multifaceted and often overwhelming.
During the fall term, my students and I were impacted by the results of the 2016
presidential election in the US and the increasingly more apparent polarization of our
nation. The outward normalization of fear, hate, racism, bigotry, misogyny, and
xenophobia had become so prominent and in our faces, compounding our physical and
emotional classroom environment. White nationalist groups on campus were outwardly
displaying messages of hate. Many of my Muslim students were being harassed on public
transportation to and from campus. Several of my female students were coming to me
daily in tears sharing stories of young white men screaming, “Go back home” while my
students were hiding their faces in fear, trying hard to ignore the words and hateful looks
on light-rail trains around town. Growing dissidence had divided my department –
rumors and investigations into sexism, harassment, and bullying were inescapable at
work. To further my professional development and seem more attractive as a candidate
for reappointment and promotion, I found myself entrenched in rigorous coursework,
7

long hours of class time, and homework as a doctoral student in curriculum and
instruction.
I would be remiss to say that everything was filled with darkness during this time;
there were small moments of joy that fall. Jon and I had just closed on our first home
after two years of searching. We had made more than 15 offers in a beyond competitive
market and went under contract on two other houses, which ultimately fell through
because of issues that arose during inspections. I had finally gotten pregnant after a year
of trying and being previously misdiagnosed with a malformed uterus. For nearly ten
years prior, I was convinced that carrying pregnancies to full term would be nearly
impossible, so I had stopped trying to get pregnant. When I got the news in 2016 of a
misdiagnosis, I was filled with hope, and we started trying to conceive. Although I had
miscarried with the first pregnancy in October, the fact that I was capable of getting
pregnant filled me with so much expected joy for the future. I felt like I could finally
share in the excitement of pregnancy - of the possibility of my own biological child,
something I had given up hope on.
The dark was always looming, though, just as the impending winter is right around
the corner from fall. The loss of two pregnancies and a diagnosis of infertility once again
weighed me down. Compounding my loss was the ever-pressing stresses of my
professional teaching role and the pain and trauma my students were going through. My
moments of joy were quickly overshadowed by the experiences that I was living through.
I lost the pregnancies, my reproductive rights, and I questioned my sense of belonging as
a woman, teacher, and wife that fall. I was exhausted mentally and physically and yet still
8

had to return to work. I still had to teach, grade, lesson plan, advise, mentor, engage in
committee work, attend faculty meetings, complete doctoral work, and show up. I wanted
so bad to connect more with my students in their suffering and trauma, but I did not know
how to do everything all at once when I felt like I was trapped in an eternal tomb of
darkness. My personal devastation made me feel like I suffocating under thick sheets of
unbreakable ice. I was falling further and further into darkness. It was clear that I needed
support, but the traditional avenues of support were not serving me well. More and more,
I became aware of the sad truth that we are better at attending to our physical health as a
society, but we utterly fail in supporting our emotional well-being.
My dad has a saying, “Wherever you are, that’s where you’ll be.” He says this when
things are rough – an acknowledgment that we must live into our darkest selves to
approach all that we have that is light. Yet, it is so difficult to lean into this idea when we
are suffering, especially when we are also responsible for the care of others, such as those
in supporting roles like teachers. Parker Palmer (1998) says,
Self-care is never a selfish act - it is simply good stewardship of the only gift I have,
the gift I was put on earth to offer others. Anytime we can listen to true self and give
the care it requires, we do it not only for ourselves, but for the many others whose
lives we touch. (p. X)
This idea of selfhood, society, and service is fundamental to who I am as an individual
and teacher. Yet, Rūmī reminds us, “If you are here unfaithfully with us, you are causing
terrible damage” (Jalāl & Barks, 1996). How do teachers show up authentically,
courageously, vulnerably, and wholeheartedly for others when they are struggling to
sustain their own lives? This critical question came to me because I genuinely believe
that part of my true belonging is being a teacher, but this calling was impinged on by high
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levels of professional stress and pregnancy loss. During a professional development
retreat in 2017, one colleague asked me a critically important question after hearing
stories of all my experiences. She asked, “Who supports you?” and this question became
critically important in the aim of my research. How could I ever support my students or
others in my life if I was unable to support myself? It was during this period of darkness
that I began to seek out professional opportunities of self-care, which ultimately led me to
practice self-care in my life.
Significance of the Study
We, too seldom, hear the stories of the complex, multifaceted, and at times difficult
lives of university teachers through their own voices. As a passionate advocate for the
betterment of academia and education, I believe that we must have opportunities to hear
these stories. My story of high levels of professional stress and pregnancy loss was
impacted by the self-care I have begun to engage in. I went from a place where I was
drowning in darkness to a place where I now see some light. My story is worthy of an
audience because it highlights how important it is to think about teachers as people first.
How can a study on the lived experiences of a university teacher support my personal
and professional identity, growth, and renewal while helping support other university
teachers as they attempt to live more authentically, courageously, connected, and
wholehearted lives? I believe this study is significant for several reasons. First, it offers a
detailed account of my personal and professional lived experiences. This offered me the
opportunity to investigate my own practices in reflection and analysis. Second, other
university teachers may connect to these experiences and perhaps gain higher levels of
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empathy, compassion, and connection. Additionally, this study furthers auto-criticism as
a useful research approach in coming to know and understand the struggles and lives of
university teachers. This study seeks to advance discussions on the importance of
supporting ourselves. Finally, it illuminates self-care as a practice to support the personal
and professional identity, growth, and renewal of university teachers.
The purpose of this study is to describe, interpret, evaluate, and thematize the lived
experiences of a female university teacher experiencing high levels of professional stress,
pregnancy loss, and self-care, while illuminating auto-criticism as a methodology with
potential contributions to qualitative research and the field of education. My above
statement of purpose was rooted in literature in “auto” qualitative research of university
teachers’ lived experiences, stress for university teachers, pregnancy loss, and self-care.
An overview of this literature is presented later in this chapter.
Organization of the Study
Initially, I intended to produce a traditional five-chapter dissertation. After writing my
findings in one chapter and one concluding chapter, my dissertation chair and I decided
that it was necessary to adapt the organization. Therefore, the first chapter provides an
introduction and an overview of the study. Chapter Two offers a literature review. In
Chapter Three, I present auto-criticism as a methodology and explain how I approached
this study. I present findings in Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven. Chapter Eight offers
the conclusion.
Each chapter opens with a written vignette and photographic representation. I hope
that this aesthetic portrayal draws the audience into each chapter and allows the reader to
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transport herself/himself into my experiences. Being that auto-criticism is an arts-based
methodology (Eisner, 1991), aesthetics continues to finger its way throughout each
chapter in the form of my writing and the use of photographic representations of the
findings uncovered during evaluaion, interpretation, and thematics.
A key path to resonance and impact is aesthetic merit, meaning that the text is
presented in a beautiful, evocative, and artistic way. The way the qualitative report is
written or presented is significantly intertwined with its content. Constructing the text
aesthetically affects its significance to each reader. When considering aesthetic merit,
a good question to ask is “Did this affect me?” (Tracy, 2010, p. 845)
I hope that the “raw and naked emotion [used to] investigate life’s messiness, including
twists of fate and chance” (Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 10), the highly descriptive nature of
the writing, and my photography will transport the reader into my world. As a teacher
myself, I hope my story provides insight into the struggles we face as teachers and the
importance of learning to take care of ourselves. This study is one representation, but the
goal of this inquiry is to contribute to a dialogue on the importance of understanding
university teachers’ struggles and self-care for teachers, administrators, and the
community through the storying of my lived experiences. We must learn to support
ourselves before we can adequately support our students. I am beyond excited about the
direction that this dissertation has taken because I feel like it is critically important to tell
the stories of teachers who are beaten down but find a way to sustain themselves
personally and professionally.
Typically, Chapter One presents an introduction and overview of a dissertation, so
this follows. Because my research inquiry is an emergent form of “auto” qualitative
inquiry, the organization of this chapter mirrors other “auto” qualitative dissertations
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before me (Anthym, 2018; Arriaga, 2015; Rezac, 2019). Chapter One’s vignette positions
myself within a study of this nature and leads to the purpose of the study. I now present
relevant literature, an overview of auto-criticism, and research questions.
An Overview of Literature
The purpose of this study is to describe, interpret, evaluate, and thematize the lived
experiences of a female university teacher experiencing high levels of stress at work,
pregnancy loss, while learning the importance of self-care. In addition, this study
illuminates auto-criticism as a methodology with potential contributions to qualitative
research and the field of education.
There have been several “auto” qualitative inquiries centered on the life of a
university teacher (Ai, 2016; Coia & Taylor, 2013; Cozart, 2010; González-Calvo &
Arias-Carballal, 2018; Greer, 2016; Jones, Taylor, & Coward, 2013; Latz, 2012; Leitch,
2018; Pichon, 2010; Pinner, 2018; Trahar, 2013; Vasconcelos, 2011; Yazan, 2018).
However, there have been no auto-criticisms centered on the lived experiences of a
university teacher experiencing professional and personal struggles and learning how to
take care of oneself.
A Teacher’s Many Struggles: Stressors that Weigh down a University Teacher
When authoring the lived experiences of a university teacher, it is important to note
that university teachers experience many various challenges and struggles at all stages in
their careers (Baldwin, 1990). One of these challenges is professional stress. A large
percent of faculty report high levels of stress (Blix, Cruise, Mitchell, & Blix, 1994; Borg
& Riding, 1991; Curry & O’Brien, 2012; Geving, 2007; Gmelch, Lovrich, & Wilke,
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1984; Harris, 2011; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Jennings, 2018; Kyriacou & Sutcliffe,
1979; Thomas, Clark, & Lavery, 2003). The profession of teaching and the classroom
environment has been noted as among the most stressful in all professions (Jennings,
2018). Blix et al. (1994) reported that 66% of university faculty believe that they endure
severe stress for more than half of their work time. There are many contributing factors of
stress: heavy workload – or demanding teaching and scholarship loads (Borg & Riding,
1991; Boyle, Borg, Falzon, & Baglioni, 1995; Chaplain, 2008; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004;
Kezar, & Lester, 2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2011); long work hours, both on and off campus
(Blix et al., 1994; Brown et al., 1986; Ceccio, 1990; Court, 1996; Goldenberg & Waddell,
1990; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Lease, 1999; Narayanan, Menon, & Spector, 1999;
Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987; Thorsen, 1996); and difficulty maintaining balance with
personal life (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Sorcinelli, 2007;
Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987).
In K-12 settings, the literature also suggests that stress is furthered complicated by
teachers’ perceptions of school climate (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009;
Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012). Many teachers report that when the physical, social, and
emotional environment of a school is threatened, stress increases (Borg & Riding, 1991;
Cohen et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009).
For many educators, this stress leads to physical and psychological conditions and
burnout (Acker & Armenti, 2004; Fowler, 2015; Lackritz, 2004; McCarthy, Lambert,
O’Donnell, & Melendres, 2009; Reichl, Wach, Spinath, Brünken, & Karbach, 2014;
Santoro, 2018). Again, not surprisingly, many university faculty report higher levels of
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physiological stress than other occupations, which leads to burnout (McCarthy et al.,
2009), demoralization, compassion fatigue, and secondary traumatic stress (Santoro,
2018), and emotional barriers forged between teachers and students because of teacher
stress (Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997; Younghusband, 2000).
It is not difficult to imagine how these professional stressors influence the life of a
university teacher. Often, we forget that teachers are people first who also deal with
struggles or challenges in their personal lives It is when struggles in our professional
lives begin to compound our personal lives, and personal struggles compound our
professional worlds that we cannot ignore how connected the two can become.
A Woman’s Many Struggles: Pregnancy Loss & Falling down
When I first started teaching, merging my personal life with the professional felt
natural and authentic in the classroom. Somewhere in my career of 15 years as a teacher,
I started to believe that I needed to separate my personal life to be more authoritative and
effective. What I have learned is that compartmentalizing our lives results in conflict in
our personal and professional lives (Burden, 1982; Getzels & Guba, 1955; Palmer, 1998;
Palmer, Zajonc, & Scribner, 2010).
When detailing my lived experiences as a woman and a university teacher, pregnancy
loss and my personal descent are critically important in this story. Very few studies have
investigated pregnancy loss, chronic illness, and bereavement in university teachers
(Lahman, 2009; Willer, 2019), yet more than one million women report pregnancy loss
every year (Ventura, Abma, Mosher, & Henshaw, 2009). Many more are not reported
(Wright, 2005), and many pregnancy losses are viewed as a loss of a representative future
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or possibility (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013). Research conducted by medical professionals,
psychologists, and sociologists suggest that pregnancy loss and infertility are actualized
in a woman’s life as a crisis, which negatively affects job performance, relationships,
marriages, and psychological and physical health (Abbey, Andrews, & Halman, 1992;
Monga, 2004; Van Balen, 2002).
Qualitative studies of pregnancy loss include discussions of the personal experience
of pregnancy loss as a cultural experience (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013), the marginalized
nature of experiencing pregnancy loss (Sheach Leith, 2009), disenfranchised grief,
sociocultural challenges of grief, and mental health implications from the loss (Douglas,
2013), shock, disbelief, and confusion following a pregnancy loss and with the processes
of medical diagnosis, evaluation, and treatment (Spillane, Meaney, & O’donoghue,
2015), the importance of the pregnancy loss, mourning, and meaning-making in recovery
and feelings of being defective, abnormal, failures, and inadequate (Corbet-Owen, 2003);
emotional distress as a result of responses from others and the importance of spirituality
and religion following the loss (Van & Meleis, 2003), emotional support and guilt after
the loss and concerns about future pregnancies (Harvey, Moyle, & Creedy, 2001), guilt,
emptiness, loss, grief, abandonment, and being emotionally split after the loss
(Adolfsson, Larsson, Wijma, & Bertero, 2004), loss, intense and profound feelings of
helplessness, grief, and pain, sources of support, and life after the loss (Gerber-Epstein,
Leichtentritt, & Benyamini, 2008), identity as artist, teacher, researcher, and women
following a loss (Willer, 2019), and a personal story of pregnancy loss (Hawkins, 2015;
Lahman, 2013, 2009).
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The present inquiry describes and analyzes the lived experiences of a female
university teacher who had a miscarriage followed by an ectopic pregnancy, while
simultaneously experiencing high levels of stress as an Assistant Teaching Professor. It
was in the depths of my loss that I learned I needed to start taking care of myself first
before I could “show up” for others. It was then that I found self-care.
Learning to Pick Myself Up: Self-Care for University Teachers
As presented above, there is a body of work discussing stress for university teachers
and the implications of pregnancy loss. In this study, I detail how these professional and
personal struggles caused significant difficulties in my life and brought me to self-care.
As faculty in higher education, we should be cautious in separating our personal and
professional lives (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010); we need to support the individual
and professional development of faculty (Sanford, 1980).
No study has underscored the importance of self-care in the personal and professional
life of a female university teacher in liberal arts and humanities. Miller, Grise-Owens,
and Shalash (2018) found that workshops and self-care training was critically important
for faculty, especially for mid-career faculty. Hubbard and Atkins (1995) determined that
developing institutional structures and practices that focused on work-related needs and
supporting physical and emotional well-being increases career satisfaction and one’s
personal life. They also maintain that women faculty needed non-judgmental support
groups and systems to counter feelings of low self-worth because of personal and
professional issues, university policies, teaching evaluations, and other issues.
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My auto-criticism authors the firsthand experience of the many struggles I faced as a
teacher and woman. Voicing stories of struggle normalizes the opportunity to discuss the
realities of our lives (Kiesinger, 1998). This creates a collaborative of stories, which
supports all of us when we struggle in our lives. Through this inquiry, I have learned the
importance of self-care and that supporting professionals must support themselves first
before those we care for and hope to touch (Cook-Cottone, 2015). Literature has
suggested positive effects of self-care, including less chronic stress, improved personal
and professional satisfaction, and fewer incidences of burnout (Billingsley, 2004; CookCottone, 2015; Santoro, 2018). For these reasons alone, my study has the potential to
generate meaning in the lives of other teachers, administrators, and the larger community.
With some notable expectations (Miller et al., 2018; Newell & Nelson-Gardell,
2014), very little is done to support faculty in higher education (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et
al., 2010). We must do a better job supporting those who support others. Something must
be done to help teachers sustain ourselves as individuals and teachers. Kessler (2000)
argues,
We can have the best curricula available, train teachers in technique and theory, but
our students will be unsafe and our programs hollow if we do not provide
opportunities for teachers to develop their own souls, their hearts, their own social
and emotional intelligence. (p. 8)
What I find most troubling after reading the literature on stress, pregnancy loss, and selfcare is how little researchers concentrate on the concrete lives and stories of teachers just
trying to sustain their lives while undergoing the extreme stresses of academic and
personal life. To address this shortcoming, I use my story to encourage new
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understandings and foster dialogue. I hope that improvement in the real world for the
betterment of our students, the academy, the larger community, and ourselves follows.
Auto-Criticism: Why & What
There are many ways to describe the lived experiences of a teacher, and many types
of “auto” qualitative research to tell the story of one’s life as a teacher and woman. So,
why auto-criticism? My dissertation topic and methodology has been an iterative process
over the last few years, but my research inquiry and methodology did not come to fruition
until the winter of 2019. When I was taking an arts-based research course under the
instruction of Dr. Bruce Uhrmacher, an expert in a qualitative research method called
educational criticism and connoisseurship, I learned about the potential of writing an
“auto” form of educational criticism. Auto-criticism is a new methodology suggested by
Uhrmacher, McConnell Moroye, and Flinders (2017) and founded in educational
criticism (Eisner, 1991, 2003, 2004). I fully describe coming to understand why I selected
auto-criticism for this inquiry because of its power to represent stories as research in
Chapter Three.
When working on this dissertation, only one known published auto-criticism existed –
Rezac’s (2019) dissertation describing and analyzing her inquiry into one woman’s lived
experiences as a doctoral candidate. She defines auto-criticism as the following:
Auto-criticism seeks to ask [:] what is our role in what we contribute and how do we
shape our own story? With a value on how connoisseurship develops the ability to
extend critique, the lived experience is the expertise of the researcher and the inquiry
of it the path to understand. (p. 18)
Because I present auto-criticism as methodology with potential contributions to
qualitative research and the field of education, and I had to think about how the style of
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this study uniquely contributes to education and society in general. I see three major
justifications to using auto-criticism as my methodology. 1) The intricate and nuanced
nature of describing and analyzing educational experiences, a foundation of educational
connoisseurship and educational criticism (Eisner, 1991), is well suited to my story. 2)
The nature of educational criticism allowed flexibility and multiple ways of coming to
see, know, and represent something (Eisner, 1991). 3) Educational criticism allowed me
to center on how the particular can generate meaning (Eisner, 1991) in the world of
education.
Through auto-criticism, I investigated my own life as a teacher, thusly interpreting
my own story with “categories that bring new intellectual ideas to life” (Uhrmacher et al.,
2017, p. 79). I agree with Rezac (2019) in that auto-criticism has a profound opportunity
as a research methodology to take the shape the researcher deems most accessible and
representative. For this reason, I borrowed from other “auto” qualitative research
methodologies and arts-based research methodologies to create my study (discussed
further in Chapter Three). In the following subsections, I briefly explain how
photography and other forms of “auto” qualitative research informed my study.
Drawing from Photography
To represent my experiences best as a university teacher and woman, I drew from
arts-based research to provide my audience with alternative ways of coming to see my
experiences. Recently, there has been a trend in educational research and qualitative
research to make the research process more authentic and aesthetic for both researchers
and participants (Barone, 2006). Arts-based educational research is centered on the
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notion that the arts have the power to enhance the understandings of a specific experience
or situation that is tied to educational research. Elliot Eisner (1981, 1995, 1997, 2003,
2004, 2006, 2008) was among the first researchers to argue for arts in educational
research. He states, "the arts provide access to forms of experience that are either unsecurable or much more difficult to secure through other representational forms" (Eisner,
2006, p. 11), and he uses aesthetic qualities to illuminate and heighten perceptivity within
educational experiences and situations (Eisner, 2008). Cole and Knowles (2008) contend
that the use of visuals in research presents readers with an understanding through varied
mediums and different ways of representing research. Following Rezac (2019), the
purpose of my auto-criticism was to mold and realize this emergent methodology while
also trying to understand my experiences as a university teacher and creating an
analytical process for engaging in this type of research. I use photography because of my
own relationship to it as an artist and my former profession.
Two well-known academic journals, Visual Anthropology and Studies in Visual
Communication, have featured photography in research. Berger (1972) says,
An image is a sight, which has been recreated or reproduced. It is an appearance, or a
set of appearances, which has been detached from the place and time in which it first
made its appearance and preserved--for a few moments or a few centuries. Every
image embodies a way of seeing. Even a photograph. For photographs are not, as
often assumed, a mechanical record. Every time we look at a photograph, we are
aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of
other possible sights...The photographer’s way of seeing is reflected in his choice of
subject. (pp. 9–10)
A photograph has the power to capture the photographer’s perception and emotion at one
single moment (Berger, 1972). Although, as a science, photography necessitates thought,
and choice that involves technical aspects such as lighting and composition, the use of
21

photographs as data has been debated (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Photography is
“virtually useless as a way of objectively knowing because it distorts that which it claims
to illuminate” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 141). However, this distortion also allows an
audience illumination through distortion and discussion because we all interpret meaning
through different ways of seeing and knowing (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Berger (1972)
argues that photography may illuminate multiple ways of seeing. He believes that our
values, preferences, understanding of the world, and perceptions of others are conveyed
in our photographs. Thus, the use of photographs in research helps unveil what is often
unquestionable or taken for granted (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 145).
I enhance my auto-criticism by opening up flexibility and multiple ways of coming to
see, know, and represent something in educational criticism (Eisner, 1991, 2004). Eisner
(2004) wanted to be a painter, and the arts were a passion for him. As a photographer
who is passionate about the arts, this arts-based approach speaks to me on such a level. I
believe there is merit in research methodologies that allow knowledge and representation
from multiple perspectives because “it is very likely that one’s awareness of the content
and form of a text, for example, will be deepened or made more expansive” (p. 4)
through the use of multiple perspectives. In this way, I can artistically construct meaning
through words and photographs. It was impossible to separate my experiences from the
meaning that I drew from them because this is an “auto” qualitative inquiry. It is
important that the linguistic component of this inquiry also included thick description,
which is often literary and vivid (Eisner, 1991) to add to the artistry. The artistic nature of
the written word and the use of photographs are discussed further in Chapter Three.
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Drawing from Other “Auto” Qualitative Research Methods
In an effort to enhance educational criticism for the purpose of my inquiry, I found
myself turning to other forms of “auto” qualitative research methods. To describe and
analyze the lived experiences of a university teacher, I drew inspiration from other
qualitative research that privileges the self. In this inquiry, I expand and mold this autocriticism through input from similar reflective forms of inquiry. When thinking about the
purpose of this auto-criticism, I found similar aims from autoethnography, narrative, and
self-study. From autoethnography and in my auto-criticism “honest and deep reflection
about ourselves, our relationships with others, and how we want to live” (Ellis, 2013,
p.10) and the presentation of critical reflections and interpretations of a personal
experience (Hughes, Pennington, & Makris, 2012) were a central aim. A main goal of
narrative employed in my auto-criticism was the importance of portraying “personal
conditions...feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions”
(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480). Finally, in self-study, I drew the aim of reflective
practice as a contributor to the improvement of teaching and the world in general
(Hamilton, 2004). Main features of autoethnography, narrative, and self-study also
worked in unity with auto-criticism as a methodology. Autoethnography often implores
the use of narratives, first person writing (Ellis, 2004), short stories, poetry, photographs,
journals, and fragmented and layered writing (Hamilton, Smith, & Worthington, 2008).
I used artifacts, such as my personal journal and professional portfolio documents
used for annual reviews, reappointment, and promotion, to describe, interpret, evaluate,
and thematize my lived experiences as a teacher and woman. I analyzed these data
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against a set of preconfigured questions that are detailed in Chapter Three. Through my
analysis, I identified findings that are then presented as findings in Chapters Four, Five,
Six, and Seven.
Research Questions
For the purposes of this study, four research questions were created.
1) What professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university
teacher?
2) What self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and personally?
3) How have self-care practices impacted professional and personal struggles?
4) What are the implications of auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher
education?
Chapter Three presents explanations of each research question, definitions of related
terms, and documentational tables designed to connect the research questions to my
sources of data. These research questions were founded in two of the three elements of
Eisner’s instructional arc: the operational or what actually happens and the received or
what was learned (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). The research questions must allow for
“unknown unknowns” (Pryor, Hurtado, DeAngelo, Palucki Blake, & Tran, 2010, p. 169)
while also shaping the direction of the study (Uhrmacher et al., 2017) in educational
connoisseurship and criticism. These research questions were founded in literature in
educational criticism, “auto” qualitative research, stress in university teachers, pregnancy
loss, and self-care. In the next chapter, I present a review of this literature.
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Chapter Two
“Son, Blue Dog, Her, Me, and We”

Figure 2: “Son, Blue Dog, Her, Me, and We” photographic representation.

A photograph appears in my mind. I am with my community at the Academy for
Leaders, Center for Courage & Renewal. My stomach knots. I wait to speak. I focus on
the candle flickering in the center of the circle of my peers. The poem shakes in my
unsteady hands. I take a deep breath and exhale.
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Imagined son,
that never could be.
Pronounced dark scar
that is now a part of me.
You are less noticeable
today, but never gone.
Blue dog, staring back at me.
Dark hard plastic eyes
rise and meet mine.
Soft blue velveteen fabric.
The color of a winter night,
brushes against my cheek.
Her face in khaki hijab.
Mascaraed wide long lashes
folding at the seams.
And, her soft sweet smile.
We embrace in tears,
in this connected moment
of our true selves.
I somehow manage to finish the poem. The sense of vulnerability and nakedness is
inescapable. I cannot hide. I explain to my community of peers at this retreat that I wrote
this poem as a reflection. A reflection of the last six months.
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Following my ectopic pregnancy, I took two weeks off for medical leave at the
beginning of a new term of teaching, and substitute teachers were assigned to my courses.
When I came back to class, I told my students that I had surgery but did not share the
reason. My students were wonderfully compassionate that term, but the majority Muslim
class was filled with darkness, anger, and sadness because Donald Trump had just been
elected president. The very apparent polarization of the nation was fingering its way
through society. I did everything I could to make the class a safe space to discuss feelings
and welcome personal stories. Almost daily, a group of young Muslim women would
come to me before class in tears with stories of harassment on public transportation in our
city. We would share our stories of pain and anger about this situation.
Almost a year later, while teaching one of the same women in another course, the
class was discussing adoption laws in the USA and other countries. One student asked me
if I had kids. Pushing back tears, I explained that I could not have kids. I hope to adopt
one day when our finances are less restricted, I told her. I said my “kid” was a brand new
puppy and showed pictures of my beautiful new adopted puppy who was in critical care
in the hospital for Parvo treatment, an infectious gastrointestinal illness in unvaccinated
puppies and dogs. Without treatment, it is potentially deadly. I spoke an honest and brave
truth that day. I had purposefully moved away from this in teaching because I thought
being too personal was inappropriate and would somehow make me less an authority.
The class ended, and Fatimah stayed behind. She thanked me for sharing my story
and asked me if that is why I had surgery the year before. I sat with her at lunch and
shared my whole truth. We both cried and embraced each other. The next week she came
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to class with a gift. After class, I opened it with her, and it was the most beautiful stuffed
blue dog. She told me that she saw it in a store and thought of my sick puppy and me. She
said I should keep it and give it to the baby that she believed I would mother one day. It
was the most beautiful moment I have ever experienced with a student, one that I will
carry with me for a lifetime – a constant reminder of the importance of teaching for both
teacher and student. It was a reminder of how interconnected our professional and
personal lives can be. It was a reminder that the stresses of teaching and loss of two
pregnancies had left me in a place where I could not connect as wholeheartedly with my
students, friends, and family as I wanted. The year before, I was living a divided life, and
I wanted and needed a change.
I shared this poem and story with my community at the Academy for Leaders, a
professional development retreat I attended that centered on supporting the whole person
in leadership roles. I received positive affirmation and the mirroring of the strength and
support I give my students and receive from them, but also confirmation that I also
needed to support myself better. I remember saying in the airport shuttle from LAX to
our retreat location that I worked in my dream job. However, the reality was that my
dream job had turned into a nightmare that was compacting my personal life, and my
professional life was inextricably bound to my personal life.
“Who supports you?” one fellow participant said to me after I read my poem. A
question that led me to this dissertation. A question that I think is particularly worthy for
all teachers and all people in supporting roles. A question worthy of us all.
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I am often surprised by how much we ask our teachers to give and how little our
society gives them back. I was never more aware of this than during 2016-2019. Amid
my own devastation, the walls around me in what I thought was my dream job were
crumbling. I watched as the mouths of colleagues from other universities stood agape
when I shared the demands of my professional life as an Assistant Teaching Professor at
my university. The curricular demands of teaching 12 courses a year. Pressures,
uncertainty, and fear because of fluctuating enrollments, political polarization that further
divided the nation, and deficient leadership tearing my department apart. Unnecessarily
demanding scholarship and service even though I was a “teaching professor,” and this
was supposed to account for only 10% of my role and high levels of stress at work.
As I put together my portfolio for reappointment in late 2016, colleagues in my
department and others across campus were horrified by the unnecessary rigor that was
required to keep a job that paid barely enough to cover basic bills in the growingly
expensive city of Denver. My hometown had become too expensive for my husband and
me, who are both native Coloradoans in the field of education. In what other world do we
have to qualify ourselves for such little pay, appreciation, and respect, one university
teacher on my reappointment committee said to me? In any other job, I would have left
years ago, I answered.
I stayed because of the potential for connections with students. But, what happens
when we fall so low in our professional and personal lives, that in this darkness or
shadow, it is just not possible to truly show up for our students and perhaps more
importantly when we cannot show up for ourselves?
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During 2016-2019, amidst high levels of professional stress and pregnancy loss, I
found myself searching for something that might bring me back from a perilous sea, a
place where I was drowning. In my journey, I found self-care, and this helped pull me out
of the dark deeps waters where I could no longer tread. I find myself now in the shallows
where specks of hopeful light have begun to appear. I am learning to live whole again. It
is a place that I can once again support myself and truly support others.
My inquiry is one story that centers on what I see as a critically important dialogue
about understanding the struggles university teachers face and supporting ourselves as
whole people first so that we can show up authentically and whole in life.
Overview of Chapter
In this chapter, to understand how my auto-criticism, as a research methodology,
distinctively contributes to higher education, it is necessary to examine auto-criticism and
the possibility of meaning-making in this arts-based form. Also, I present a variety of
concepts within the literature related to stress for university teachers and pregnancy loss.
Finally, I discuss the concept of self-care. Given the nature of my study, emergent foci
that were uncovered in the data analysis phase are addressed as supplements to this
literature review in Chapters Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight.
Introduction
I wrote several attempts at my dissertation, and the focus of the study changed
significantly over these attempts, but I learned much through this experience. It became
evident after taking an advanced qualitative research course, speaking with two members
of my committee, and speaking with a reference librarian that a systematic literature
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review was not well suited to this research inquiry. My goal was not a clinical review
used to remove bias from my literature findings but rather a more traditional method used
in dissertations known as a comprehensive literature review. The purpose of this type of
literature review is to honor the process of thinking thematically and representing what
the themes within the literature have said to situate me within the literature. This type of
literature review is thorough and rigorous but does not require a specific set protocol. I
knew that my review of the literature was complete when I began to see the same sources
appear repeatedly; this told me that the literature review of each respective concept had
reached saturation. As such, a literature review of the following concepts was conducted:
1) qualitative research of university teachers, 2) meaning-making in qualitative research,
3) stress in university teachers, 4) pregnancy loss, and 5) self-care. Literature was
gathered through a review of the databases ERIC, PsycINFO, and Dissertations & Theses
(PQDT). In addition, I gathered information from Google Scholar and reviewed reference
lists from sources already collected.
In the first section of this chapter, to gain an understanding of existing research in
qualitative research centered on the life of a university teacher and to justify a need for
my study in qualitative research, I present a synthesis of how auto-criticism, as a
methodology aligns with the storying of my experience.
Qualitative Research: Potential Contributions to Education & Research
To position my auto-criticism of a university teacher’s life, a review of literature in
qualitative research of university teachers’ lives was necessary. I first draw from the
literature in the field of educational criticism because auto-criticism is an offshoot of this
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research methodology. To locate educational criticisms of university teachers, a
comprehensive literature review was conducted. The first phase of my search included a
traditional systematic literature, in which an electronic database search of ERIC and
PsycINFO used the following search terms: ("educational criticism" OR "educational
criticism and connoisseurship" OR "educational connoisseurship and criticism") and
(teacher OR faculty OR "university teacher" OR professor OR educator). My search
criteria included peer-reviewed articles from 2005-2019 in higher education and
postsecondary education. The electronic database search yielded three results, but only
one was slightly relative to my inquiry. Southcot and Crawford (2018) used an
educational connoisseurship framework applied to auto-ethnography to investigate
reflective practices in teacher education. Based on a review of dissertations, I found an
additional inquiry by Smith (2016) that investigated the intentions and practices of
aesthetically minded university educators and their use of aesthetic themes. Another
educational criticism, which my dissertation chair directed me to was the only other autocriticism published (Rezac, 2019) when I began this inquiry; however, this auto-criticism
does not focus on the life of a university teacher; instead, the life of a doctoral student is
described and analyzed. These searches alone justified a need for an educational criticism
that stories the life of a university teacher.
However, because my research inquiry went beyond a traditional educational
criticism, I relied on research from “auto” qualitative research and arts-based research.
Adding to literature in educational criticism, I turned to literature in other forms of “auto”
qualitative research. A comprehensive literature review was conducted to locate
32

autoethnographies of university teachers. The search included a traditional systematic
literature review, in which an electronic database search of ERIC and PsycINFO used the
following search terms: ("auto-ethnography" OR “autoethnography" OR
autoethnography) and (teacher OR faculty OR "university teacher" OR professor OR
educator). My search criteria included peer-reviewed articles from 2005-2019 in higher
education and postsecondary education. The electronic database search yielded a very
diverse range of literature in the 87 studies: identity, development, and agency (Yazan,
2018); identity and professional development (Pinner, 2018); professional identity
(Leitch, 2018); identity of teacher-student-self (Vasconcelos, E. F., 2011); learning and
teaching (Ai, 2016; Latz, 2012; Trahar, 2013); race and institutional support in tenure
process (Jones et al., 2013); transitioning to a tenure-track position (Pichon, 2010);
spiritual reconciliation with the academy (Cozart, 2010); and a co/autoethnography of
teacher as female (Coia & Taylor, 2013). The studies most closely related to my story
were on how the demands of a lecturer affected her professional and personal life
(González-Calvo & Arias-Carballal, 2018) and an Assistant Professor’s struggle to be a
better teacher (Greer, 2016).
Finally, because my auto-criticism was centered in arts-based research, to locate
studies relating to the life of the teacher in arts-based research, a comprehensive literature
review was conducted. The first phase of the search included those of a traditional
systematic literature, in which an electronic database search of ERIC and PsycINFO used
the following search terms: ("arts-informed research" OR "arts-based research") and
(university teaching OR teaching OR university faculty). I used these broader terms
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because my focus was so specific and unique. The electronic database search yielded 32
results, which revealed a handful of arts-based research connected to teachers: (Belliveau,
2006; Bolden, 2017; Boulton-Funke, 2014; Dénommé-Welch & Rowsell, 2017; Dixon &
Senior, 2009; Gouzouasis, Irwin, Miles, & Gordon, 2013; Greenwood, 2012; Leitch,
2006; Nickerson-Crowe, 2005; Ostertag, 2018; Robinson-Cseke, 2007; Wilson &
Moffett, 2017). Based on this review of literature, a need for an auto-criticism that
describes and analyzes the professional and personal struggles of an Assistant Teaching
Professor was warranted. In the next section, I connect a review of literature of meaningmaking in research to my inquiry.
Meaning-Making in Research
It was important to think about the potential meaning of this product of work to
understand how my research inquiry uniquely contributes to higher education. Thus, I
now present a review of literature on the importance of meaning-making for myself and
meaning-making for others in qualitative research.
What is Meaning-Making?
Researchers in education (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Kegan, 1982) and psychology
(Piaget, 1967) believe that human beings make meaning of the self, others, and
experiences throughout our lives, thus constructing our realities. Kegan (1982) explains
that events, for example, only become events when “privately composed [and] made
sense of” (p. 2). “There is no feeling, no experience, no thought, no perception,
independent of a meaning-making contest in which it becomes a feeling, an experience, a
thought, a perception, because we are the meaning-making context” (p. 11). Others
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(McLean & Breen, 2009; McLean & Pratt, 2006) define meaning-making as the process
of making sense of what Pillemer (2001) calls turning points or as specific events that are
perceived to change the natural progression of one’s life experiences.
Researchers in education have approached meaning-making similarly. Dewey (1933)
contends that personal experiences take on meaning when critical analysis and
examination of an experience occurs through reflection. To reflect, one must "[turn] a
subject over in the mind and [give] it serious and consecutive considerations" (p. 3).
Dewey believes that experiences have the possibility of becoming “educative” or
“miseducative,” and that learning is not the result of all experiences. Educative
experiences are those in which critical reflection makes meaning, results in growth, and
informs actions. “Only when things about us have meaning for us, only when they signify
consequences that can be reached by using them in certain ways, is any such thing as
intentional, deliberate control of them possible” (Dewey, 1933, p. 19).
In the field of psychology, researchers have been interested in how meaning-making
may be associated with well-being (Gangstad, Norman, & Barton, 2009; Pals, 2006;
Seligman, 2002; Sutin, Costa, Wethington, & Eaton, 2010). Chen (2001) contends that
experiences in life create and develop meanings, and meanings give us reasons and
direction based on the experience. Additionally, some qualitative researchers believe that
meanings are transbehavioral - they do more than describe; they define, justify, and
interpret as well (Lofland, 2006).
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Meaning-Making for Myself
First, it was critical to understand how this research process and the methodological
choices that I made generate meaning in my life. In my life as an Assistant Teaching
Professor, I experienced high levels of stress stemming from the work of my portfolio of
teaching and scholarship for reappointment, completing doctoral coursework in my quest
of professional development, teaching more than three courses a term, and supporting
international students during a period of heightened polarization of the nation following
the 2016 presidential election. In conjunction, my personal life, too, was overflowing
with struggles, including the physical loss of two pregnancies, one of which was ectopic
resulting in emergency surgery and loss of my right fallopian tube. As the stress mounted,
I found myself thinking on so many occasions, “Why is this happening to me?” “Why is
this happening to me?” “Why is this happening to me?”
It is common for humans to search for meaning when we are experiencing various
struggles in our lives; therefore, wondering why everything was happening to me and
why everything seemed to be snowballing at the same time was natural. I suspect that
many teachers experiencing conflicts in their personal and professional lives are
searching for ways to understand what is happening and how they might make meaning
out of these experiences because, for all people, the importance of meaning in life is
fundamental (Frankl, 1963). It is for this reason that I found myself engaged in autocriticism as a way to find meaning in my experiences as a university teacher.
So, then how does the authoring of my story create meaning in qualitative research?
Because my auto-criticism is fundamentally personal and details my experiences, both
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negative and positive, in nakedness, it created meaning for myself first and offers
meaning to others secondly.
Literature indicates narration of life experiences has therapeutic benefits and may
result in positive psychological well-being writing for the self (Burton & King, 2004,
2009; Gill, 2006; McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001; Pennebaker,
1997; Pennebaker & Francis, 1996; Smyth, 1998). Gill (2006) believes confessional
writing or “storytelling” can serve as a trinity of empowerment, catharsis, and healing;
Pennebaker (1997) contends that writing about emotional experiences can serve as a
therapeutic process, which leads to significant physical and mental health improvements;
and Smyth (1998) found significant health improvements in healthy patients when tasked
with emotional expression in writing.
Research has suggested that journaling about negative experiences can have
transformative effects (McAdams et al., 2001; Pennebaker & Francis, 1996). The
authoring of negative or difficult life experiences allows writers an opportunity to restore
one’s self of identity (Michael & Snyder, 2005) and the chance to restore meaning and
coherence in life (McAdams et al., 2001). In relation to loss and bereavement, Davis,
Nolen-Hoeksema, and Larson (1998) observed lower levels of depressive symptoms
when people tried to make sense of the loss of a loved one and to find something positive
in the negative experience.
In addition, new research suggests that journaling about positive experiences has an
equally powerful effect on journaling about negative experiences (Burton & King, 2004,
2009). In a study of 38 participants, Burton and King (2004) found that writing for 20
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minutes a day for three consecutive days about intensely positive experiences contributed
to a more positive mood, fewer visits to a health center for illness, and improvements in
physical health. Other researchers have determined that writing about minor and major
life events is a positive predictor of psychological well-being (King & Illicks, 2009). Two
important aspects that have been researched are redemption and cognitive transformation,
which both allow individuals to attain positive effects from negative life experiences
(McAdams et al., 2001).
Meaning-Making for Others
Although it is beautiful that authoring about experiences in life can be transformative
and result in positive effects for me on a personal and professional level, authoring these
experiences may also create meaning for the field of education and society in general.
As a qualitative researcher, I have the unique task of generating opportunities for my
readers to create meaning for themselves and others. Two subcategories within the
literature from which meaning can be ascribed are common meanings and unique
meanings (Erikson, 1963), and understanding these meanings and the construction of
meaning-making is “the unique work of qualitative research and data analysis in
particular” (Krauss, 2005, p. 763). In this auto-criticism, I use my particular experiences
to generate meaning (Eisner, 2004) to create opportunities for meaning-making for my
audience.
Researchers Gabriel Valenti, Naragon-Gainey, and Young. (2017) found that “auto”
narratives, which serve as a form of collective assembly, foster “a sense of meaning,
increased positive affect, an increased sense of social connection, a decreased sense of
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loneliness – all essential elements of a healthy, happy life,” and there is a lingering effect
of social connectedness beyond the actual event (p. 130). I hope my role as both
researcher and participant is critically valuable to the field of education, for myself, and
others because of the use of emotion in research. Gilbert (2000) maintains that there has
not been a clear definition of what “emotion” in research is, but she does provide similar
words that have been used. “Feelings, sensations, drives; the personal; that which is
intimate; personally meaningful, possibly overwhelming; being touched at a deeper level;
something that comes from somewhere within ourselves; and that which makes us truly
human” (p. 9). Feminist research methodology recognizing emotion in research has been
around since the 19th century (Reinharz, 1992; Wincup, 2001; Wolf, 1992), and much
literature has since credited the significance of emotion within qualitative research
(deMarrais & Tisdale, 2002; Harris & Huntington, 2001; Monga, 2004; Stuhlmiller,
2001). I hope my emotional story as research is as valuable for the storyteller as it is for
the audience.
The very nature of this auto-criticism produced more difficultly in conducting
literature reviews because the themes that were explored were so specific to my unique
experiences, as is often the case with other forms of “auto” qualitative research.
Therefore, for this auto-criticism, I reviewed “auto” qualitative literature that had the
possibility to generate meaning for its audience. Included in this literature are
foundational stories noted for their evocative power: Ellis’s (1995) Final Negotiations: A
Story of Love, Loss, and Chronic Illness; Franck’s (1993) Separation; Linden’s (1993)
Making Stories, Making Selves: Feminist Reflections on the Holocaust; Minuchin’s
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(1993) Family Healing: Strategies for Hope and Understanding; and Yalom’s (1989)
Love’s Executioner: And Other Tales of Psychotherapy. When taking an advanced
qualitative research course, I came across many of these works following an evocative
and emotional reading of Kiesinger (1998), which describes the processes, challenges,
and difficulties of writing a narrative about a woman’s struggle with bulimia and obesity.
This study generates meaning because the hope is that this story might help other women,
shed light on the topic of eating disorders without feelings of shame, and normalize
opportunities to talk about and share personal stories of struggle. This type of qualitative
research most closely aligns with my own study and justifies the need for my inquiry on
the high level of stress of university teachers, teaching through pregnancy loss, and
learning the importance of self-care.
More recently, several “auto” qualitative research studies “emphasize how to connect
intellectually and emotionally to the lives of readers throughout the challenging process
of representing lived experiences” (Ellis & Bochener, p. 2). A robust collection of
qualitative research exists, but for the purposes of this study, I highlight only a handful so
that my audience can understand the nature and range of such research. Topics range
from pregnancy loss (Lahman, 2013, 2009; Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013; Sheach Leith, 2009;
Willer, 2019), an Assistant Professor’s struggle to be a better teacher (Greer, 2016),
teacher identity (Vasconcelos, 2011), father-son relationship and homosexuality (Adams,
2006), mourning and remembering a family member’s death (Bochner, 2012),
relationships with aging parents (Ellis, 2001), omissions, distortions, secrets, and lies of
and by family members to children (Goodall, 2005), applying for a department chair
40

position (Rambo, 2015), unhealthy relationships with our bodies and ourselves
(Tillmann-Healy, 2009), personal trauma following a public mass shooting (TilleyLubbs, 2011), and the nature of a correctional environment (Tracy, 2004). A search of
dissertations revealed other inquires that further the goal of creating opportunities for
meaning for their audience: pregnancy loss (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013); the mother
mandate marginalizing infertile women (Wilson, 2009); a women’s experience in a
doctoral program (Rezac, 2019); chronic pain in a Black woman (Anthym, 2018); teacher
retention (Arriaga, 2015); bereavement of a child (Roberts, 2015); and mediated
representations and lived experiences of white working-class people (Rennels, 2015).
Because educational criticism emphasizes how the particular can generate meaning,
to examine the many significant experiences that occurred, often simultaneously, in my
life from 2016 to 2018, up close and personal, I reviewed literature that is connected to
stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care.
Stress in University Teachers
When completing a comprehensive review of literature on the common professional
struggles for university teachers, topics found include dissatisfaction with work and
demotivation, both of which are the direct result of high levels of stress. Although there is
respectable groundwork established on stress in teachers within the literature, the
assessment of stress in university teachers continues to be an area of development. At all
stages in the life of university faculty, individuals experience a multitude of challenges
(Baldwin, 1990). The majority of the research on stress in university faculty/teachers is
focused on the following areas: high levels of stress because of demanding teaching loads
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and scholarship demands (Borg & Riding, 1991; Boyle et al., 1995; Chaplain, 2008;
Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Kezar, & Lester, 2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2011); stress because
of long work hours (Blix et al., 1994; Brown et al., 1986; Ceccio, 1990; Court, 1996;
Goldenberg & Waddell, 1990; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Lease, 1999; Narayanan et al.,
1999; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987; Thorsen, 1996); and stress and difficulty maintaining
balance with personal lives (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Mason & Goulden, 2004;
Sorcinelli, 2007; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987).
Much literature suggests high levels of stress in the teaching profession (Blix et al.,
1994; Borg & Riding, 1991; Curry & O’Brien, 2012; Geving, 2007; Gmelch, Wilke, &
Lovrich, 1986; Harris, 2011; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Jennings, 2018; Kyriacou &
Sutcliffe, 1979; Thomas et al., 2003). One of the first and largest studies surveyed more
than 1,200 lectures at 80 US institutions of higher education; researchers found that 60%
of lecturers experienced work-related stress including unrealistically high selfexpectations, pressure to obtain money for research, insufficient time to attend to
teaching and scholarship, inadequate salary, frequent work interruptions, role conflict,
and slow career advancement (Gmelch et al., 1984). Most subsequent studies in the US
investigated stressors at single institutions but generally identified the same recurring
themes identified by Gmelch et al. (1984).
Overall impressions of stress in the field of education highlight the nature of the
teaching profession. Jennings (2018) contends that the profession of teaching and the
classroom itself is amongst the most stressful in all occupations, and Blix et al. (1994)
reported that 66% of university faculty perceived severe stress for more than half of their
42

work time. According to several international studies, seventy-five percent of teachers are
stressed or extremely stressed (Borg & Riding, 1991; Geving, 2007; Kyriacou &
Sutcliffe, 1979).
One primary contributor of stress for university faculty is a heavy workload – or
demanding teaching and scholarship loads (Borg & Riding, 1991; Boyle et al., 1995;
Chaplain, 2008; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Kezar, & Lester, 2009; Klassen & Chiu,
2011). A large number of faculty have been tasked with expanding their roles in teaching
and service (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006; Sorcinelli, 2007; Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, &
Beach, 2006). Witt and Lovrich (1988) found that high expectations were major stressors
for faculty. In both public and private colleges and universities, the pressure to increase
quantity and quality of time devoted to teaching is reported as a stressor (Jacobs &
Winslow, 2004).
Another primary area of concern for university faculty is long work hours, both on
and off campus (Blix et al., 1994; Brown et al., 1986; Ceccio, 1990; Court, 1996;
Goldenberg & Waddell, 1990; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Lease, 1999; Narayanan et al.,
1999; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987; Thorsen, 1996). Jacobs and Winslow (2004) report
that university faculty who spend an increased amount of time on the job suffer higher
levels of dissatisfaction. Court (1996) found of the more than 2,500 lecturers and
researchers studied, most reported working a 55-hour workweek during an academic term
or session with administrative responsibilities ranking above teaching and research
responsibilities. Further, personal research and scholarship were done outside of ‘office
hours,’ contributing to more time spent on the job. For university teachers, the most
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frequently identified stressor was paper grading (38.9%), which can occupy significant
time (Ceccio, 1990).
The literature also suggests that trying to balance one's professional and personal
lives is another primary source of stress for faculty (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Mason &
Goulden, 2004; Sorcinelli, 2007; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987). For many female
professors, stress often occurs because faculty may delay family planning because of
teaching and scholarship demands, which may result in childlessness because of the
reality of one’s biological clock (Sorcinelli, 2007).
Additional scholars have found that gender differences also affect stress for university
faculty. When comparing genders, higher levels of stress have been reported in female
faculty (Schuldt & Totten, 2008; Witt & Lovrich, 1988). According to Schuldt and Totten
(2008), the most significant factors influencing stress for women were nonteaching duties
and the lack of clear expectations regarding service.
Other scholars have also noted differences in stress, depending on tenure and rank.
Gmelch et al. (1986) found that untenured and lower-ranked faculty report higher levels
of stress. A survey sent to 191 tenure‐track faculty in colleges of education, reported
stressful and unbalanced lifestyles and work expectations exceeding assigned workloads
at several institutions (Greene, OʼConnor, Good, Ledford, Peel, & Zhang, 2008). The
percentage of faculty reporting high levels of stress increased from 35% in their first year
to 49% in their second year and then 71% in their fifth year.
Some literature in K-12 has investigated teachers’ perceptions of school climate in
relation to stress (Cohen et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2012). School climate has been defined
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as physical and social and emotional safety, quality of teaching and learning,
relationships and collaboration, and the structural environment (Cohen et al., 2009).
Research suggests that stress is often a result of negatively perceived school climate by
teachers (Borg & Riding, 1991; Collie et al., 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009).
Finally, the literature reveals several effects of stress, including physical and
psychological conditions and burnout (Acker & Armenti, 2004; Fowler, 2015; Lackritz,
2004; McCarthy et al., 2009; Reichl et al., 2014; Santoro, 2018). Reichl et al. (2014)
found many health concerns, such as cardiovascular disease, depression, sleep disorders,
and exhaustion, are regularly connected to stress. Many university faculty report more
physiological stress than other occupations and this stress leads to burnout (McCarthy et
al., 2009), demoralization, compassion fatigue, and secondary traumatic stress (Santoro,
2018). Also, research suggests that stress related to the lack of recognition and
appreciation contributes to dissatisfaction and demotivation in jobs (Jacobs & Winslow,
2004). Literature reveals the general population is more satisfied in their current positions
than faculty in higher education (Glick, 1992). Dinham and Scott (2000) surveyed 2,000
teachers and school executives in England, New Zealand, and Australia and found that
measures outside of the control of teachers such as those found in the employing body,
governments, and society were rated as the most dissatisfying to university faculty. This
outer domain, which is essentially connected to recognition and appreciation, has eroded
overall teacher satisfaction (Dinham & Scott, 2000). Finally, lack of recognition and
appreciation, among other factors such as overwork, lack of resources, and other
additional burdens (Davis, 2003), lead to demotivation for university faculty. It is no
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wonder that many university teachers go home feeling exhausted and used up at the end
of the day, thus highly coloring the professional realm of the university teacher or
contributing to professional struggles for the university teacher. Nevertheless, as said
earlier, teachers are also people, and we cannot ignore this side of the university teacher.
The Personal Life of this Teacher
Teaching is an interesting job. Many people who are not teachers, including my
husband, often say, “Don’t go in,” or “Can’t you just cancel your class” when I am not
feeling well. What people do not understand is that teaching is a profession in which
being sick is more work than suffering through being sick at work. Putting together a lastminute written lesson plan or scrambling to find a substitute for a course that you have
created and perhaps no one else in your department is familiar with does not lend for a
smooth handoff. You sometimes find yourself in class, and students start asking questions
and making comments – all students, not just elementary kids. “Teacher, you don’t look
good today;” “Teacher, you look sad;” “Are you okay?” These questions may not always
be easily answerable, especially when you are dealing with more than a common cold.
In October 2016, I suffered a miscarriage. In December 2016, I had an ectopic
pregnancy, followed by immediate injections of methotrexate, four trips to the emergency
room for uncontrollable pain, and emergency surgery to remove the pregnancy resulting
in the loss of my fallopian tube.
Too often, people think we must find ways to compartmentalize our professional
being from our personal being to function successfully, but research has proven that this
results in conflict in the teachers’ personal and professional lives (Burden, 1982; Getzels
46

& Guba, 1955). Living a divided life can be incredibly difficult for educators (Palmer,
1998; Palmer et al., 2010). Although our personal lives may be personal, our personal
lives are inextricably bound to our professional realities. As such, I cannot ignore
pregnancy loss when gathering information regarding the personal struggles that have
impacted my life as a university teacher. When reviewing literature related to personal
struggles of female teachers, topics included role conflicts with respect to family
responsibilities (Freedman, Jackson, & Boles, 1983; Grambs, 1987; Hange, 1982; Keene
& Reynolds, 2005; Spencer, 1985) and life satisfaction based on age and gender
(Lowther, Gill, & Coppard, 1985). Because there is a dearth in the literature on how
pregnancy loss, chronic illness/inquiry, and/or bereavement impact the lives of the
university teachers (Lahman, 2009; Willer, 2019), this supports the use of an “auto”
qualitative inquiry to explore the topic from the firsthand experience of the woman who
has experienced the loss. I opened up the review of the literature to include other
qualitative studies that investigate how pregnancy loss affects females in general because
the literature was so limited. I used the following terms in my search: ("miscarriage" OR
"pregnancy loss" OR "ectopic pregnancy" OR "perinatal loss") and ("teacher" OR
"teaching" OR "university teacher" OR "faculty" OR "university professor" OR
"professor"); ("miscarriage" OR "pregnancy loss" OR "ectopic pregnancy" OR "perinatal
loss") and ("auto-ethnography" OR “autoethnography” OR “narrative”); and
("miscarriage" OR "pregnancy loss" OR "ectopic pregnancy" OR "perinatal loss") AND
(Qualitative).
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Pregnancy Loss: Miscarriage & Ectopic Pregnancy
For many women, at some point in life, dreams and hopes of pregnancy and the
prospect of realizing a family becomes a focal point. Sometimes our dreams and hopes
are squashed by our own biological realities when we face pregnancy loss. Over one
million American women experience unexpected pregnancy loss every year (Ventura et
al., 2009), and the exact number of pregnancy losses may be significantly higher because
many pregnancies are not clinically diagnosed or reported (Wright, 2005). “Pregnancy
loss is often referenced as a loss of the future, a loss of what was to be, and a loss of
aspirations” (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013, p. 8). Pregnancy loss is classified as the
unexpected loss of a fetus before the 20th week of pregnancy and is sometimes called
miscarriage, early pregnancy loss, mid-trimester pregnancy loss, fetal demise, or
spontaneous abortion. The term miscarriage, the most common type of pregnancy loss, is
used for a pregnancy that is terminated on its own within the first 20 weeks of pregnancy
(American Pregnancy Association, 2019). The risk of miscarriage increases with age,
heightened risk occurs after 30 years of age, and higher risk occurs for 35-40-year-olds
(American Pregnancy Association, 2019). An ectopic pregnancy, another form of
pregnancy loss, occurs when a pregnancy develops outside of the uterus, in the fallopian
tubes, ovary, cervix, or stomach (Medline Plus, 2008). While the incidence of ectopic
pregnancy is ∼1% of pregnant women (Barnhart, 2009), about a third of women have
experienced miscarriage (Corbet-Owen & Kruger, 2001). Although miscarriage is so
prevalent in pregnancy, pregnancy loss is often seen as taboo within the culture in the
United States (Layne, 1997). Yet, women who experience early pregnancy loss do not
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live isolated from the rest of society (Corbet-Owen, 2003). Pregnancy loss often impacts
or is impacted by infertility, which is often seen as a life crisis that negatively affects
marriages, social relationships, job performance, and general psychological and physical
health by medical professionals, psychologists, and sociologists (Abbey et al., 1992;
Monga, 2004; Van Balen, 2002).
Several qualitative studies have investigated the implications and significance of
miscarriage on the women who experienced the loss (Adolfsson et al., 2004; CorbetOwen, 2003; Douglas, 2013; Gerber-Epstein et al., 2008; Harvey et al., 2001; Sell-Smith
& Lax, 2013; Sheach Leith, 2009; Van & Meleis, 2003). One autoethnography centered
on the researchers’ personal experiences of pregnancy loss interwoven with a discussion
of pregnancy loss as a cultural experience (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013), and another
autoethnography furthered the inquiry of individual’s personal experience with the loss
but focused on the marginalized nature of experiencing pregnancy loss (Sheach Leith,
2009). Similarly, Douglas’ (2013) duoethnography dissertation explored the dialogues of
three women who experienced disenfranchised grief following a miscarriage, sociocultural challenges of grief, and mental health implications from the loss.
Few qualitative studies have detailed the implications and significance of ectopic
pregnancy for women who suffer the loss (Hawkins, 2015; Lahman, 2013, 2009;
Spillane, Meaney, & O'donoghue, 2018). Through an autoethnographic narrative,
personal journals, and artifacts, Lahman (2009) stories her experience of an ectopic
pregnancy. Although the pregnancy loss was experienced while she was an assistant
professor, her identity as a professor is not the focus of this inquiry. Further, Lahman
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(2009) explains that because her study did not explicitly connect the marginalized nature
of ectopic pregnancy to larger social themes of reproduction, motherhood, and/or
feminism, it would not be considered a critical autoethnography by other researchers
(Holman Jones, 2005). Her inquiry did include a scholarly section; researchers might not
consider it an evocative or emotive autoethnography (Anderson, 2006; Ellis, 1997, 2004).
Other qualitative research used data poems, a way to poetically transcribe data
(Glesne, 1997), to aesthetically demonstrate a participant’s narrative of an ectopic
pregnancy (Hawkins, 2015; Lahman, 2013). Upon reviewing the data, Hawkins (2015)
pulled the theme of “stunned” throughout the participants’ experience of pregnancy loss
and the health care setting to create the poem. Similarly, qualitative interviews of seven
Irish women who suffered ectopic pregnancies revealed feelings of shock, disbelief, and
confusion, but largely focused on the effects of medical diagnosis, evaluation, and
treatment (Spillane et al., 2015). Spillane et al. (2018) furthered their initial study of the
seven women through a qualitative semi-structured interview to gain a better
understanding of women’s experiences of ectopic pregnancy; this revealed the
importance of caregiver support, transparency of treatment procedures, follow-up care to
discuss fertility and future pregnancies in recovery, and validation of the loss through
bereavement counseling.
Additional qualitative research in the form of grounded theory has detailed the
experience of pregnancy loss for women. In a grounded theory of eight women,
researchers revealed the importance of the loss, mourning, and meaning-making in
recovery for women experiencing pregnancy loss (Corbet-Owen, 2003) and found that
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the women perceived themselves as defective, abnormal, failures, and inadequate
following the pregnancy loss. Van and Meleis’ (2003) grounded theory inquiry of 20
African American women who experienced miscarriage reported a need for support,
commented on emotional distress as a result of responses from others, and cited the
importance of spirituality and religion. This study is significant because it describes
pregnancy loss for a marginalized and underrepresented group. In a grounded theory
dissertation, data collected from interviews with 19 women revealed a 5-stage pattern of
maternal bereavement, which includes the experience of the pregnancy, the loss of the
baby, carrying the burden of the loss, working through the pain of the loss, and
transcending the suffering (Wright, 2010).
Other qualitative researchers conducted phenomenologies to examine the implications
and significance of miscarriage. Harvey et al. (2001) conducted a phenomenological
study of early pregnancy loss in three women. The mothers commented on the actual
loss, the care they received at the time of loss, concerns about future pregnancies, guilt,
and a need for emotional support, which was consistent with other perinatal loss research.
Another phenomenological study, involving 13 women who had experienced
miscarriage, noted feelings of guilt, emptiness, loss, grief, abandonment, and being
emotionally disconnected (Adolfsson et al., 2004). Although findings in this study were
consistent with Harvey et al. (2001), this study highlighted the need for additional
research on social support following a miscarriage.
In a qualitative analysis, Gerber-Epstein et al. (2008) gave voice to 19 Israeli women
who miscarried during their first pregnancy. This study noted how painful the typically
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joyful experience of pregnancy could be when it results in loss, intense and profound
feelings of helplessness, grief, pain, sources of support, life after miscarriage, and
recommendations to professionals.
In arts-based research, there is a dearth of literature on women who have experienced
pregnancy loss (Willer, 2019), and no educational criticism has been conducted. Willer
(2019) used a/r/tography to foster her artistry while focusing on what it means to be an
artist, teacher, and researcher in the face of infertility, pregnancy loss, and the death of
her son. Her inquiry describes her journey as a teacher, artist, researcher, and woman
leading graduate and undergraduate students in a service-learning project with bereaved
parents storying their experiences of baby loss through art. She notes her struggles with
burnout and the importance of lifting her own heart before lifting others.
Findings from qualitative studies offer insight into the experiences of women who
have experienced pregnancy loss to include research in helplessness (Gerber-Epstein et
al., 2008), feelings of guilt (Adolfsson et al., 2004; Harvey et al., 2001), emptiness
(Adolfsson et al., 2004), failure (Hutti, 1992), numbness, denial, and anger (Hutti, 1986),
depression (Hutti, 1986), grief (Douglas, 2013; Gerber-Epstein et al., 2008), and
bereavement and mourning (Corbet-Owen, 2003; Spillane et al., 2018; Wright, 2010).
The present inquiry presents the subjective lived experiences of a woman, teacher,
researcher who had a miscarriage followed by ectopic pregnancy, while simultaneously
experiencing high levels of stress as an assistant professor. Through these experiences, I
found self-care. Part of the significance of this inquiry is the methodology used to study
the professional and personal life of a woman’s pregnancy loss. No known pregnancy
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loss studies to date have been conducted using an auto-criticism. Because of the aesthetic
nature of auto-criticism, this inquiry provides unique glimpses into my life as a teacher
who experienced high levels of professional stress while simultaneously experiencing
pregnancy loss. Thus, this study benefits women who have suffered pregnancy loss and
experienced high levels of professional stress.
I now turn to the last section. Literature on self-care must be presented to justify the
need for a study of a university teacher experiencing high levels of stress, pregnancy loss,
and learning how to use self-care in her life.
Self-Care
It is virtually impossible to separate one’s personal life from the professional for
faculty in higher education (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010). If institutions hope to
improve teaching and learning for students, the individual development of the personal
and professional lives of faculty is critically important (Sanford, 1980). Hubbard and
Atkins (1995) argue that attempting to isolate one’s family and health, for example, from
the personal matters of teaching and promotion, is pointless. A significant percentage of
faculty is losing heart in academia because we are attempting to live divided lives
(Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010), and Weimer (2010) maintains that issues related to
dissatisfaction and demotivation like faculty burnout continue to be under-recognized and
unaddressed. Because university faculty are experiencing dissatisfaction and
demotivation and personal lives intertwine with our professional, a review of self-care
may be useful in impacting one’s ability to address these issues.
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The literature suggests that self-care as a movement is beginning to impact many
professionals within a broader work context (Grise-Owens, Miller, & Eaves, 2016;
Miller, Donohue-Dioh, Niu, & Shalash, 2018; Miller, Lianekhammy, Pope, Lee, & GriseOwens, 2017). Although there is a handful of research in self-care among social work
practitioners and other helping professionals (Bloomquist, Wood, Friedmeyer-Trainor, &
Kim, 2015; Greene, Mullins, Baggett, & Cherry, 2017; Lee & Miller, 2013; Miller, et al.,
2018), there is a dearth of literature explicitly related to the self-care of university
teachers (Miller et al., 2018; Newell & Nelson-Gardell, 2014). Of these two studies, both
involved research in faculty and educators in social work.
Miller et al. (2018) investigated the self-care practices of 124 social work faculty at
one southeastern institution and contend that self-care training and workshops for faculty
are necessary, especially for mid-career faculty. At a basic level, administrators and
universities should attend to self-care in professional development (Miller et al., 2018).
The researchers found that understanding how to teach and how to practice self-care was
critically important for faculty and argue, “Faculty engaging in self-care can have the
exponential impact of more sustained professional engagement. This sustained
engagement through effective self-care can benefit students, faculty, universities, and the
profession itself” (Miller et al., 2018, p. 1056). In the other study of self-care of
university faculty, Newell and Nelson-Gardell (2014) primarily focused on the
importance of integrating self-care into social work curricula for new practitioners. This
highlights the importance of teaching self-care to new leaders.
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Although a comprehensive literature review of the terms (“self-care,” “self care”) and
(“university faculty,” “university teachers,” “teachers”) returns very little, there is some
literature on “wellness” and/or “well-being” of faculty that may be helpful to this specific
inquiry (Hubbard & Atkins, 1995; North, 1991). Hubbard and Atkins (1995) reviewed a
mid-size, public university in North Carolina who developed institutional structures and
practices to change an existing university center to include three program units: Faculty
and Academic Development, Health Promotion, and Employee Assistance, which serve
to “focus on physical, emotional, and work-related needs in order to increase the career
satisfaction and the personal life of faculty and staff” (p. 123). Hubbard and Atkins
(1995) reported that often one program would refer faculty to others as the goal is to keep
the three programs interrelated and interdependent. They also identified a need for more
consultations within the center to support female faculty. Female clients reported
negatively impacted self-worth because of personal and family issues, university policies,
teaching evaluations, and other issues. In response, the center established a Faculty and
Staff Women’s Support Group.
Many women need a type of group that is not based on consciousness-raising or on
some type of malfunctioning, but rather one that gives women a place to give and
receive support with the normal issues that arise in their lives…women have few
opportunities to find non-judgmental support systems that allow them to search for
their own solutions to day-to-day concerns. Women need safe opportunities to
develop faith that their own solutions have validity. (Hubbard, 1993, p. 7-8)
Participation in the support group led to higher self-confidence and willingness to make
progress outside of the group. Finally, Hubbard and Atkins (1995) highlight the need for
professional development opportunities for faculty in which the focus is on the whole
well-being of individuals. Additional literature points to the importance of "enhanced"
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faculty development, which combines personal, professional, and organizational aspects
of a faculty’s life (Schuster, Wheeler, & Associates, 1990) and which is centered on
faculty wellness and opportunities for growth and renewal (North, 1991).
My inquiry is the first “auto” qualitative study to investigate the “self-care” of an
Assistant Teaching Professor in liberal arts and humanities. I label self-care to include
what others in research may label “well-being” or “wellness.” In the following section, I
present a working understanding of “self-care” for my research inquiry.
What is Self-Care?
Self-care goes back 2000-5000 years ago in Eastern civilizations (Pandurangi,
Keshavan, Ganapathy, & Gangadhar, 2017). In Ancient Greece, Rome, the Middle Ages,
and the Renaissance, there is evidence of self-care practices or practices in which one’s
health is connected to lifestyle choices (Keeping, 2002). The concept of self-care
increased influence in the 1960s in the literature (Valentine, 1970), though this focused
on the prevention and treatment of medical ailments from a medical position (Norris,
1979). More recent literature positions self-care concerning requirements for the wellbeing of professional practitioners (Grise-Owens, Miller, & Eaves, 2016, Grise-Owens,
Miller, Escobar-Ratliff, & George, 2018; Miller et al., 2017).
For this inquiry and because literature fails to agree on a definition of self-care, I
relied on a more holistic view of self-care from Lee and Miller (2013), which is used as
an umbrella for this study. Lee and Miller defined personal self-care and professional
self-care as unique entities, yet entities that are inextricably bound to one another and
create balance. They define personal self-care as “a process of purposeful engagement in
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practices that promote holistic health and well-being of the self;” whereas, they define
professional self-care as “the process of purposeful engagement in practices that promote
effective and appropriate use of the self in the role within the context of sustaining
holistic health and well-being” (p. 98). Similarly, other researchers have defined self-care
in the following ways: “lifestyle choices and workplace adaptations” (Cox & Steiner,
2013, p. 33); and “the daily process of being aware of and attending to one’s basic
physiological and emotional needs including the shaping of one’s daily routine,
relationships, and environment as needed to promote self-care” (Cook-Cottone, 2017, p.
297)
Other researchers have defined self-care through its approaches. Carroll, Gilroy, and
Murra (1999) define self-care as "intrapersonal work, interpersonal support, professional
development and support, and physical/recreational activities" (p. 135). Expanding this
definition through other literature, self-care can include yoga, soothing strategies,
breathing exercises, meditation, self-awareness/mindfulness, exercise, journaling,
positive psychology, craft making, nutrition, hydration, rest, relationships, environmental
factors, self-compassion, and spiritual/religious practices, and all of this is associated
with numerous health benefits, such as lower stress levels, increased happiness, better
moods, improved immune system health, and cardiovascular health (Alexander, 2008;
Cook-Cottone, 2017; Pandurangi et al., 2017). Although the literature defines various
approaches to self-care, personal individualization is widely seen as critically important
in self-care (Cook-Cottone, 2017). “[Individuals] must cultivate self awareness and a set
of daily practices that are firmly integrated into a routine” (Cook-Cottone, 2015, p. 71).
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The Importance of Self-Care for Helping Professionals
The fact that the field of education is one of the most stressful professions supports
the necessity of self-care for leaders and teachers (Reichl et al., 2014). Cook-Cottone
(2015) maintain that helping professional (e.g., teachers) must practice self-care first
because it allows them to “provide attention, loving-kindness, and care to those lives we
touch” (72). However, the delicate balance of caring for oneself and others can be
challenging at times for many helping professionals (Skovholt & Trotter-Mathison,
2016). “Caring for yourself, bringing support and healing to [the helping professional’s]
efforts to help others and the larger world in which we live, is an essential daily practice –
not a luxury, not some form of self-indulgence” (Cook-Cottone, 2015, p. 3).
Literature suggests positive effects of practicing self-care: less chronic stress,
improved personal and professional satisfaction, and fewer incidences of burnout
(Billingsley, 2004; Cook-Cottone, 2015; Santoro, 2018). Cook-Cottone (2017) says,
Self-care allows you to bring a healthy and positive presence to your work, in
addition to bringing resilience to your life…a teacher who presents as overworked,
exhausted, depleted or overly self-sacrificing, even if not articulated, does not inspire.
(p. 324)
Researchers argue that although self-care on the individual level is essential, institutions
of higher education should take responsibility to support faculty self-care as part of a
larger organizational goal and not just expect faculty to engage on it at the one’s
individual level (Cox & Steiner, 2013; Kanter & Sherman, 2017).
One educator/researcher has established a framework called radical self-care, which
she uses for teacher training in a Colorado K-12 public school system (Ware, 2019).
Following a physical and emotional crisis, Ware found herself looking for a permanent
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solution to what she considers temporary fixes to address stress. She believes we find
ourselves in need of radical self-care
when inconsistent self-care, and the long-term neglect of health, fitness, or stress
management lead to a health, physical, or emotional, crisis. This crisis can be
demonstrated as an inability to fulfill personal or professional responsibilities or to
simply function. The crash, no matter how it manifests, requires the person to
implement radical self-care to overcome exhaustion. (Ware, 2018)
Ware (2018) believes that individuals need to evaluate their own needs to enhance wellbeing through considerations such as nutrition, hydration, caring relationships, exercise,
sleep, and relaxation and connects these strategies to the literature supporting educator
health, wellbeing, and productivity (Amen, D. & Amen, T., 2016). She contends that the
following seven areas enhance our well-being: 1) relationships; 2) work; 3) nutrition; 4)
exercise; 5) sleep; 6) financial health; 7) and spiritual health (Ware, 2019). Relationships
are defined as those that bring you joy and promote oxytocin hormone secretion. An
example of this type of relationship for me would be my dog Rolo as he has been critical
for my health and well-being. Work should be a place of value and a place that you have
purpose. Ware (2019) believes that because much is out of our control, we need a shared
sense of purpose and mission at work, that being on a great team with the focus on what
is our purpose, and why we are here are critically important. In terms of nutrition, she
believes that we must eat a variety of fruits and vegetables, drink adequate amounts of
water, eat only high-quality protein and high-quality oils like avocado oil and extra virgin
olive oil. Any type of moving counts as exercise to Ware (2019). She believes that being
on a continuum is essential even it is minimal at the outset. So, going for a walk matters.
She believes that our emotional well-being falls under exercise. Getting enough sleep is
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also vital to our self-care. Finally, our financial and spiritual health are necessary
components of radical self-care. Ware (2019) believes that not all seven areas need to be
practiced to enhance self-care, but if educators find that three or more of these areas are
not attended to, this is when things began to breakdown in our lives, and we notice and
other people notice. This is one framework to enhance self-care, according to Ware.
Because the interconnectedness between work performance and physical and
emotional well-being is well cited, and because faculty well-being is fundamentally
connected to faculty vitality (North, 1991), it is critically important to address self-care
for overstressed and physically and emotionally unhealthy university teachers.
Summary
The purpose of this study is to describe, interpret, evaluate, and thematize the lived
experiences of a female university teacher experiencing stress, pregnancy loss, and selfcare and to illuminate auto-criticism as a methodology with potential contributions to
qualitative research and higher education. I am hopeful my study will highlight the
complex and multifaceted lives of university teachers, thus drawing attention to the need
for dialogue and ultimately for more self-care for university teachers.
Literature connecting various aspects of stress for the university teacher is included to
remind the audience of the struggles that university teachers face. Despite evidence in
this literature review that high levels of stress exist in higher education, little has been
done to create better outcomes for faculty (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010).
Compounding this issue is the fact that teachers are also people, and people deal with
wide ranges of conflicts in their personal lives (Freedman et al., 1983; Grambs, 1987;
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Hange, 1982; Keene & Reynolds, 2005; Lahman, 2009; Lowther et al., 1985; Spencer,
1985; Willer, 2019). Given this is an “auto” qualitative research paradigm, what followed
in my life was the integration of self-care into my life. Therefore, a review of the
literature in self-care for educators has been included in this chapter. I hope that this
inquiry adds to the literature that suggests the benefits of self-care for university teachers.
A study that investigates the professional stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care of one
university teacher will potentially serve as a catalyst for future dialogue and research. In
the next chapter, I explain why I have chosen auto-criticism as a methodology to
represent my story and how I approached this inquiry.
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Chapter Three
“Harold and the Purple Crayon” and Forging my Own Path

Figure 3: “Harold and the Purple Crayon” and Forging my Own Path photographic
representation.
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It’s evening, and I am sitting in an arts-based research class for my doctorate. Dr.
Myntha Anthym, a guest speaker, is talking about her autoethnographic arts-based
inquiry and her journey in creating a very personal narrative of her own undertreated
chronic pain (Anthym, 2018).
Her words fade out just long enough for a photograph to appear in my mind.
I am a child. I am curled up in bed, the soft, steady stream of traffic hums outside on
Sheridan Boulevard constant like a lullaby, and one of my favorite books, “Harold and
the Purple Crayon” by Crocket Johnson is propped up on my pillow. The book jacket and
opening pages feature a young, bald child, scribbling randomly across the background
with his purple crayon.
Page one. “One evening, after thinking it over for some time, Harold decided to go
for a walk in the moonlight” (Johnson, 1955, p. 1). Harold is looking up at an empty sky.
Page two. “There wasn’t any moon, and Harold needed a moon for a walk in the
moonlight.” Harold draws a moon high in the sky.
Page three. “And he needed something to walk on.” Harold begins to draw a new path
to walk on. And, as the story progresses, instead of scribbling, Harold finds ways to
create meaning with his art. He finds ways to create things that were not present before.
Dr. Anthyms’ words call back to me, and I am once again in her story. The
beautifully poetic nature in her words of pain and chronic health pours from her mouth. I
imagine my own struggles with chronic health issues over the course of my life, and I
think back to my particularly difficult period from 2016-2019 as an individual and
teacher. For the first time, I wonder if it is possible to engage in research that privileges
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the self. Could I be like Harold? Could I be like Dr. Anthym? Could I forge my own path
in a qualitative inquiry? Could my research create meaning for others in an artful and
aesthetic nature? Is it possible to tell a story of things that were perhaps not present
before? What is the best way to create this meaning and tell this story?
Overview of Chapter
In this chapter, I address the questions above and the methodological choices I came
to as a researcher to tell this story as research. As stated earlier, the purpose of this study
is to describe, interpret, evaluate, and thematize the lived experiences of a female
university teacher and illuminate auto-criticism as a methodology with potential
contributions to qualitative research and higher education.
First, I begin with a discussion of educational criticism, which includes the four
dimensions and credibility. Then I clarify how I enhanced educational criticism through
the use of photography and “auto” qualitative research. Next, I present my study design,
my research questions, data collection, and data analysis. I close the chapter with the
limitations of the study and overview of the findings chapters and the conclusion chapter.
Educational Criticism
In this inquiry, I engaged in an emergent methodology called auto-criticism because it
afforded me the best opportunity to investigate the lived experiences of a university
teacher experiencing professional stress and pregnancy loss while finding ways to
support herself through self-care. Auto-criticism is a new methodology founded in
educational criticism and connoisseurship (Rezac, 2019; Uhrmacher et al., 2017).
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The goal of educational criticism and connoisseurship “is to seek improvement in the
real world” (Saxe & Uhrmacher, 2016, p. 1) through an “act of knowledgeable
perception” (Eisner, 1991, p. 215). Thus, allowing me, as a researcher, the prospect of
facilitating improvement in the field of education. This arts-based qualitative method of
inquiry uses an aesthetic based approach to investigate realities in education, rather than
to deduce them through experimentation (Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 1991; Saxe &
Uhrmacher, 2016; Uhrmacher et al., 2017).
Arts based research is an effort to extend beyond the limiting constraints of discursive
communication in order to express meanings that otherwise would be ineffable… [It
is] rooted in aesthetic considerations and … at its best, culminates in the creation of
something close to a work of art. (Barone & Eisner, 2012, p. 1)
The work of connoisseurship and criticism focuses on distinguishing subtle nuances of a
learning environment or practice, in which adequate knowledge of the subject is
necessary (Uhrmacher et al., 2017), and in which the research can communicate
meanings not possible in other forms of inquiry (Barone & Eisner, 2012). This expands
the perceptual capacity of both the researcher and the audience (Barone & Eisner, 2012).
Dewey (1934) says, “life goes on in an environment; not merely in it but because of it,
through interaction with it…and the career and destiny of a living being are bound up
with its interchanges with its environment, not externally but in the most intimate way”
(p. 12). In this intimate way, the past 15 years of teaching in university and my lived
experiences prepared me as a connoisseur and critic. Uhrmacher et al. (2017) state that
criticisms may help to elucidate the “behind-the-scenes” “firsthand” experiences of
teachers, thus making these perspectives accessible to those who may not experience the
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same world themselves – making the familiar strange and the strange familiar (p. 5). As
such, a form of this method of inquiry was well suited to the purpose of this study.
I turn to present my working understanding of educational connoisseurship and
criticism. Although many people may enjoy drinking wine, for a connoisseur, the act
becomes something very different. For a connoisseur, to drink a glass of a Fort Ross
Pinot Noir from the Russian River Valley, one must not only learn that this wine grows in
a single block facing southwest, among the sandy soil, but also that this wine must be
held for three years, or it will drink bitter and brash. Within several years, the oakiness
will perfectly balance with the pomegranate, raspberries, and lavender. A connoisseur
will note the medium ruby color and discern the tannic legs as she swirls the glass against
a white backdrop. The soft subtle buttery mouth will play on her tongue as she closes her
eyes to take in this experience with this specific glass. This is the act of a connoisseur.
Connoisseurship has been defined as “the ability to make fine-grained discriminations
among complex and subtle qualities” (Eisner, 1991, p. 63). The road to becoming a
“connoisseur” of wine, for example, involves the development of skills of perception,
practice, and time (Eisner, 1991). Uhrmacher et al. (2017) divide this definition into two
parts: “the ability to discriminate” and “perceptions” (p. 9). Being able to discriminate
and perceive the wine, for example, can include noting the subtle or complex nuances of
a specific wine and assessing each wine based on experiences with tasting and
experiencing other wines. As an educator, connoisseurship involves the discrimination
and perception of that which we care deeply for or have an intense interest in (Uhrmacher
et al., 2017). In this way, we must have an interest in expanding the understanding of the
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subject. Connoisseurship in education is most useful when the researcher has a deep
interest in improving what is intimately known and cared for thoroughly. Eisner (1991)
maintains, “Looking is a necessary condition, but looking is essentially a task that one
undertakes; it is seeing that is the achievement” (p. 216). I am deeply invested in
improving the quality of life for university teachers because of my intimate knowledge of
the lack of support in higher education.
Although the act of connoisseurship is private and many of us engage in this act on
certain levels, the act of criticism allows us to share what we have learned publicly
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017). The notion of educational criticism arises in the words of
Dewey (1934) when he says, “The aim of criticism is the re-education of the perception
of the work of art” (p. 324) and when Eisner (1991) writes, “criticism can be thought of
as the art of disclosure. The primary function of the critic is educational…providing the
material through which perception is increased and understanding deepened” (p. 86).
Discriminating subtle differences in an experience is only possible when an observer has
come to understand the practices and theory through connoisseurship. Only then should a
researcher judge this experience as a critic (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). I believe that my
time and practice with teaching over the last 15 years and my own journey has enabled
me with the skills of perception to conduct this type of research. The nature of
educational criticism allows researchers the ability to artistically construct meaning and
move audiences emotionally - “a kind of knowing that is somatic and not only cognitive
in a very narrow sense” (Eisner, 2004, p. 5). Eisner (2004) wanted researchers to demand
more through artistic forms of expression and heightened inquiry because this would
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allow people to understand that objectivity alone is not the most important quality in
understanding complex human experiences; he believed that to make meaning of these
experiences, one must have expertise in the subject (Uhrmacher & Matthews, 2005). As a
critic, my responsibility is to reconstruct meaning from the various stages of
connoisseurship that occurred in the research process. With an understanding of both
connoisseurship and criticism, I move to the four dimensions of educational criticism.
The Four Dimensions of Educational Criticism
Eisner (1991) breaks down educational criticism into four dimensions: description,
interpretation, evaluation, and thematics that inform the system of inquiry. Although I
detail each dimension below separately, it is important to note, “They overlap and in
many cases are inseparable” (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 46). Additionally, some
dimensions, such as description, naturally occur in both the data collection and analysis
stages in educational criticisms. Below I present a synthesis of each dimension and
outline how these dimensions manifested themselves in my inquiry.
Description
First, in this type of qualitative research, is it necessary to paint a rich picture of the
educational space or the teacher (Eisner, 1991). The writing style is highly narrative and
includes vivid, colorful, and descriptive language that helps an audience “visualize what a
place or process is like” and “make[s] vicarious participation possible” (Eisner, 1991, p.
89). Endeavoring to illuminate pertinent qualities within a specific educational setting
through highly descriptive language is central to portraying, identifying, characterizing,
or rendering the educational setting in the most authentic light possible for the audience
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(Eisner, 2003). I enhanced educational criticism through the use of “auto” qualitative
research. I borrowed from autoethnography, which argues that creative writing and
poetry will strengthen my inquiry (Ellis & Bochner, 2003). From self-study, I drew the
call for the literary and visual. I extracted Nussbaum’s (1995) idea of literary or “fancy”
as a means to “testify to the value of humanity as an end in itself” and the “ability to
imagine what it is like to live the life of another person who might, given changes in
circumstances, be oneself or one’s loved ones” (as cited in Galman, 2009, p. 129). My
writing style mirrored literary narratives, which include the use of thick descriptions,
vignettes, rich metaphors, similes, and other literary devices to transport the audience into
my own experiences.
The way in which language is used matters. Language can be treated in a literal
manner, in a literary manner, and in a poetic form. Criticism in general and
educational criticism in particular often rely upon artistically constructed linguistic
forms that evoke in the reader a certain quality of experience that is informative about
the situation being described. (Eisner, 2004, p. 4-5)
In educational criticism, it is critical for the audience to be able to create a criticism that
can vary from my own, so creative and artful writing, as well as the use of photographs,
allow the reader to feel as though they were in the same spaces that I experienced. The
artistic nature of auto-criticism intertwines with the connections that I hope to make with
my audience and the story’s usefulness for them (Leavy, 2014). Creativity embeds
knowledge so that it can become practice, and creativity is a way to move knowledge
from our heads to our hearts through hands, and that it is an ultimate act of integration
(Brown, 2017). I integrated these experiences in the form of writing and photography.
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Interpretation
The next dimension of educational criticism is interpretation. While drawing the
audience into the educational setting or portraying the embodiment of a teacher, the task
of an educational critic is to interpret or explain the meaning of what has been vividly
described (Eisner, 1991). Eisner (1991) speaks of interpretation in this quote:
The creation of patterns derived from observation as a basis for explaining and
predicting is both the boon and the bane of observation. Knowing what to look for
makes the search more efficient. At the same time, knowing what to look for makes
us less likely to see things that were not part of our expectations. (p. 98)
My job was to both plan and allow freedom and flexibility, as I described and interpreted
my data sources. I used “ideas, models, and theories from the arts, humanities, or social
sciences to provide the reader with means for understanding what has been described”
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 3). Narrative interpretation of data weaves itself together with
the descriptions throughout my findings chapters.
Evaluation
Another dimension of educational criticism, evaluation, allows the researcher to make
value judgments concerning educational practices and the experience of the students and
educators (Eisner, 1991). “Unlike ‘detached observers’ whose primary function is
description, appraisals are a necessary utility of the educational critic” (Eisner, 1991, p.
99). My role was to assess for any educational significance found in my data (Eisner,
2002; Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Because elements of Eisner’s instructional arc
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017), the operationalized and received, were embedded in the
research questions themselves, they served as a roadmap in evaluation. My evaluation
was informed by my own beliefs and values, as this is an “auto” criticism. Though I
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approached this inquiry with prefigured questions, I remained open to emergent foci. My
evaluation is presented in Chapter Eight, the conclusion chapter.
Thematics
Finally, a thematic dimension occurs because of the evaluative process. When
conducting an educational criticism, the researcher must conduct a critical analysis of her
findings and “identify recurring messages that pervade the situation about which the critic
writes” (Eisner, 1991, p. 104). Eisner (1991) posits that the themes that are extracted
from description and interpretation are only significant when they inform transformation
(1991). Themes that emerged from descriptions, interpretation, and evaluation enabled
me to identify whether my findings could be placed within a larger dialogue in education
and empower other educators to support themselves better in times of professional and
personal conflict. It is important to note that themes only “provide guidance, not
guarantee or prediction, for understanding broader educational contexts” (Uhrmacher et
al., 2017, p. 54). My auto-criticism implored the use of linguistic narratives and
photographs to represent the themes of my description, interpretation, and evaluation. My
themes are presented in the findings chapters and the conclusion. Now, I have clarified
the four dimensions of educational criticism; therefore, I transition to concerns of
credibility within this method.
Credibility in Educational Criticism
Some scholars claim that validity is not possible when literary, artistic, or personal
sources are present (Eisner, 1991), and this study may be viewed as untraditional with
respect to validity and reliability by some quantitative researchers. I argue it is possible.
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To address concerns about validity and reliability, I used three evidential sources for
credibility in educational criticism defined by Eisner (1991): structural corroboration,
consensual validation, and referential adequacy. I now turn to an overview of these terms.
Educational critics use the process of structural corroboration to triangulate many
types of data (Eisner, 1991). Structural corroboration is attained when recurrent
behaviors, patterns, or the absence of qualities are noted among varied data sources
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017). When a wide variety of evidence is combined, the evidence
becomes more persuasive and a compelling coherent whole (Eisner, 1991). “The
structurally sound criticism is characterized by consistency and coherence and deftly
portrays the situation supported by evidence for the critic’s impressions. Direct
quotations, dialogue, rich description, and specific details paint the picture” (Uhrmacher
et al., 2017, p. 59). The data collection sources I used for this study, including journals
and other artifacts, supported structural corroboration as I was able to see patterns and
behaviors amongst the data.
According to Eisner (1991), consensual validation is an “agreement among
competent others that the description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematic of an
educational situation are right” (p. 112). He believes that multiple perspectives and
interpretations of the same data allow for the possibility of consensual agreement given
that each individual many interpret said data differently. Still, the practice of sharing the
data will enable researchers the opportunity to incorporate feedback into the study. I
shared my data with fellow university teachers and researchers, family and friends who
are counselors and therapists, and other family and friends to solicit and incorporate
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feedback on my research, thus engaging in efforts of consensual validation. This helped
me ensure that my description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics were valid.
The last aspect of credibility within educational criticism is referential adequacy. A
study of this nature is only referentially adequate if the audience can make meaning from
the qualities the critic illuminates in the respective field of the study (Eisner, 1991). It is,
therefore, the duty of the researcher to undercover unseen elements in a learning
environment (Eisner, 1991), and I have the responsibility to communicate what is
meaningful to my audience to better support university teachers. One critical action in
this type of research that lends itself to referential adequacy is member checking, in
which research participants gain access to data analysis to safeguard for accuracy.
Because I was the participant, I shared my data analysis with others who have been
impacted by pregnancy loss, professional and personal struggles as university teachers,
and educators who regularly practice self-care. These people in my life helped me
maintain referential adequacy.
Attention to structural corroboration, consensual validation, and referential adequacy
in all phases of this inquiry ensured the product is coherent and convincing (Eisner,
1991). Throughout the process, I engaged in many discussions and sharing sessions to
ensure my product is coherent and convincing.
I hope my inquiry has the capacity to build perceptivity, not profess final meanings
(Barone & Eisner, 2012). In sum, the qualities and purpose of educational criticism best
allowed me to illuminate the lived experiences of an Assistant Teaching Professor with
high levels of professional stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care. While educational
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criticism has been widely used in education, auto-criticism is an emergent methodology.
Therefore, I turn to a discussion of how I enhanced educational criticism through the use
of photography and other forms of “auto” qualitative research.
Enhancing Criticism through Photography
To me, photography is an art of observation.
It’s about finding something interesting in an ordinary place…
I’ve found it has little to do with the things you see
and everything to do with the way you see them.
– Elliott Erwitt (Faris Belt, 2012)

The power of story present in qualitative inquiries allows both researcher and
audience to journey through lived experiences thoroughly, and the addition of multiple
forms of representations of data and analysis allows heightened understandings in much
arts-based research. Eisner (1991) argues that there are many ways to know the world and
that multiple forms of representation enables us to widen the possibility of perspectives
for constructing knowledge.
The world is mediated by structures that humans invent, and the characters of these
structures are not passive, they operate in shaping what we think about and how we
think about it. By expanding the array of tools, we implicitly expand also our
assumptions about how we come to know and how the world can be studied and
described. (Eisner, 1991, p. 6)
Just as photographer Elliott Erwin says the power of photography is in capturing beauty
through our own perspectives, aesthetic beauty in research can be found in the
composition of everyday life and the way we choose to see (Barone & Eisner, 1997).
The use of art within qualitative research has the power to add depth to our inquiries.
Although the majority of arts-based research has focused on detailing the specifications
of the research approach (Barone, 2006; Barone & Eisner, 2006; Eisner, 1981, 1995,
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1997, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2008; Finley & Knowles, 1995), a handful of research
paradigms have been cultivated, including a/r/tography, arts informed research, and
aesthetic research (Bresler, 2006; Cole, 2002; Cole & Knowles, 2008; Cole, Neilsen,
Knowles, & Luciani, 2004; Irwin, 2004; Irwin & deCosson, 2004; Springgay, Irwin &
Wilson Kind, 2005; Springgay, Irwin, Leggo, & Gouzouasis, 2008). Cole and Knowles
(2008) say that arts-informed researchers (arts-based researchers) are “life history
researchers with deep roots in meaning-making systems that honor the many and diverse
ways of knowing—personal, narrative, embodied, artistic, aesthetic—that stand outside
sanctioned intellectual frameworks” (p. 55). According to Finley (2005), “Imagination,
community, and communal experience, as well as perceptual, emotional, and sensual
awareness, all contribute to the aesthetic dimensions of arts-based research” (p. 687).
A new undertaking in qualitative inquiry where researchers use drawings,
photographs, paintings, and voices was implored by Denzin (1999) to combat the
overwhelming composition of our everyday lives. One rationale for using arts as an
alternative or as a complement to a linguistic focused research inquiry is the belief that
multiple forms of representation in research open up the possibility of varied perspectives
for understanding and constructing knowledge (Eisner, 1991). Thus, the basic
composition of everyday life can be conveyed through aesthetics in research (Barone &
Eisner, 1997). Leavy (2014) says, “Visual imagery does not represent a window onto the
world, but rather a created perspective…Visual art inherently opens up multiple
meanings that are determined not only by the artist but also by the viewer and that
context of viewing” (p. 224). Although the use of visual elements in qualitative research
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has been cited in the literature (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Denzin, 1999; Holm, 2008;
Leavy, 2014), it is still relatively new as a concept
Leavy (2014) presents many ways that visual arts can be used for analysis and
interpretation. For example, researchers might create visual field notes as part of data
collection and/or analysis. Leavy posits that researchers are using various visual art
techniques during interpretation stages of inquires as a process of meaning-making
because it is one of “discovering and revealing meaning” and of “the creation and the
construction of meaning” (p. 243). The participatory nature of visual arts-based practices
allows the audience to interpret the art differently, thus permitting access to multiple
interpretations and understanding for the researcher (Leavy, 2014).
Because analysis and interpretation stages of qualitative research may be “hurried or
not fully disclosed in the final work” and “this is particularly problematic” (Leavy, 2014,
p. 244), my intention in this inquiry was to include photographs as a complementary form
of representation.
Visual images are unique and can evoke particular kinds of emotional and visceral
responses from people; they are typically filed in the subconscious without the same
conscious interpretive process people engage in when confronted with a written text.
(Leavy, 2014, p. 225)
Therefore, I see photography as a source to express my feelings, wonderings, and
findings as I worked through analysis, interpretations, and representation. My data
functioned as prompts or inspiration for my photographs. For example, the theme of
disconnection was unveiled in my data; therefore, I symbolized this through linguistic
and photographic representation.
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The write up of this dissertation occurred during the global COVID-19 pandemic.
Society has been asked to “social distance” or stay at least six feet away from others.
Denver announced a “shelter in place” order on March 23, 2020, requiring citizens only
leave their homes for essential business. This changed my plans to photograph people,
landscapes, and other images outside of my home. After engaging in the process of data
analysis and much of my write up, I found that I needed to rely on my personal portfolio
of 100,000+ images already taken prior to the inquiry to supplement some of the
photographs that could not be shot during this pandemic. For example, when I was
analyzing my data, I found the theme of positive emotions that fill my heart. I wanted to
photograph the hands of everyone who has supported me using a micro lens. This was not
possible because I could not photograph hands in the way I had imagined. As a result, I
relied on photographs that I had shot previously to convey this theme. This allowed my
photographs to represent ideas without limiting myself physically because of restrictions
in place. The photographic representations included in this inquiry may be one single
image or a handful. Combing through my photographs in my personal portfolio was a
long process, but it also sparked joy because no one ever sees these images. They are
hidden away in a fireproof safe on a hard drive. This shift in my approach to including
previous photography in my dissertation has added meaning and purpose to the process.
Most of the photographs were only digitally edited in Photoshop to adjust for basics such
as lighting and file size. I chose not to explain each photography because I want to leave
the interpretation of images up to my audience. I used quotes from literature to
accompany the photos to engage the audience. My process included data analysis,
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coming up with themes, writing down ideas of images to photograph for the themes,
taking photographs or findings photographs within my portfolio to represent themes, and
combining them with quotes from literature.
In addition to representing my themes in an alternative form, photography allowed
me a space to engage in reflection, analysis, and representation of my world. Photographs
served as a visual expression of emotions held in time and space and offered me an artful
method to depict these emotions to my audience. I have often found that my photographs
can communicate in a way that I cannot through speech or writing. The act of
photography provided little moments of sanctuary in the research process where I could
pick up my camera, hold it close to my face, breathe slowly, look for something different
or new, and engage in mindfulness and self-care. Selecting and editing photographs
served as a joyful occasion that filled me with a connection to my identity as an artist.
Both measures awarded me positive benefits when dealing with the stress, fear, and
uncertainty caused by COVID-19 and in writing a dissertation. The use of photography
has been widely used in psychotherapy and therapeutic photography or for one’s personal
insight and expression (Krauss, & Weiser, 2009).
I hope my auto-criticism uses art to create a collective shared experience. “Art has the
power to render sorrow beautiful, make loneliness a shared experience, and transform
despair into hope…all art, gives our most wrenching emotions voice, language, and form,
so it can be recognized and shared” (Brown, 2017, p. 44). When we experience moments
in life together, such as experiencing art together, we engage in what Gabriel et al. (2017)
has coined “collective assembly;” a magic process that allows people to perceive
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themselves as part of something larger and more meaningful than ourselves. These
researchers found,
Effervescent assembly contributes to a life filled with a sense of meaning, increased
positive affect, an increased sense of social connection, and a decreased sense of
loneliness—all essential components of a healthy, happy life. It is consistent with the
idea that collective assembly is more than just people coming together to distract
themselves from life by watching a game, concert, or play—instead it is an
opportunity to feel connected to something bigger than oneself; it is an opportunity to
feel joy, social connection, meaning, and peace. (Gabriel et al, 2017, p. 1360)
Photography serves as a form of effervescent assembly in this qualitative inquiry to take
what is painful and make it a shared experience that is more accessible to my audience
than just the written word. “An experience of collective pain does not deliver us from
grief or sadness; it is a ministry of presence. These moments remind us that we are not
alone in our darkness and that our broken heart is connected to every heart that has
known pain since the beginning of time” (Brown, 2017, p. 134).
Galman (2009) explains, “Examining one’s own practice through the arts can be a
route to both a) deepened understanding of our own teacher education practices and b)
improved learning. It can also be joyful, deeply satisfying, and powerful work” (p. 130).
As such, photographs were critically important in creating a story that might connect to a
community of educators and foster real-world improvement.
Therefore, I enhanced my inquiry through photography. I also relied on other forms
of “auto” qualitative research to inform my inquiry; thus, I turn now to a review of other
forms of “auto” qualitative research to delineate auto-criticism as a method.
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Enhancing Educational Criticism through “Auto” Qualitative Research
To bring auto-criticism as a methodology in qualitative research to life, I turned to
other “auto” qualitative research. Teachers themselves did not conduct much educational
research in the past, yet teachers were the ones in the classroom day in and day out.
Cochran-Smith (1991) points out that before the late 1980s, research did not often
consider the practice and theory of teachers as essential resources in improving teaching
and learning. Similarly, Dana and Yendal-Silva (2003) contend that research conducted
by university researchers, which was academic-orientated, was commonly viewed as
educational research, and teachers believed their role was to implement what researchers
told them in their classrooms. However, in the late 1980s, teacher research began to
incorporate the exploration of teachers’ own teaching and their students’ learning, thus
encouraging questioning one’s own practice as research (Duckworth, 1987; Richardson,
1989). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) discuss the emergence of a body of research
focused on developing reflectivity in teachers and teachers as researchers. Biographical
forms of inquiry and personal histories, life histories, and narrative became more popular
by the late 1980s as teachers directed attention to understanding their own practices as
research (Bullough & Gitlin, 1995; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Lincoln and Denzin
(2005) encourage researchers to challenge the borders, boundaries, and margins when
examining methodologies; therefore, I drew from similarly reflective forms of inquiry to
reveal intersections and areas of difference in “auto” qualitative methods. This better
positioned me to position auto-criticism as a method. Below I present an overview of
autoethnography, narrative, and self-study as “auto” qualitative research.
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Autoethnography
According to Ellis (2004), autoethnography is a methodological process of writing
about the personal self and one’s relationship to culture that demonstrates multiple layers
of consciousness. Ellis and Bochner (2000) point out the many terms used for autoethnography: personal narratives, personal experience narratives, ethnographic short
stories, personal ethnography, lived experiences, self-ethnography, evocative narrative,
reflexive ethnography, confessional tales, ethnographic memoirs, and ethno biography.
Ellis (2004) believes that autoethnography is an amalgamation of autobiography and
ethnography, and Chang (2008) adds that autoethnography can both concentrate on the
self, as well as serve to investigate other cultures as a reflection on one’s experiences
with said culture. The term auto in this context is often used when an “author presents
critical reflections and interpretations of personal experience” (Hughes et al., 2012, p.
209). Ellis (2013) furthers this understanding by saying, “The power of autoethnography
is an opening to honest and deep reflection about ourselves, our relationships with others,
and how we want to live” (p. 10). Autoethnographies generally include stories of the self
or the researcher as the character of the research (Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000,
2003). Settelmaier and Taylor (2002) maintain that autobiography challenges researchers
to investigate the biases and boundaries of one’s life.
Narrative
Narrative inquiry is rooted in social and humanities disciplines (Lightfoot & Daiute,
2004) and studies experiences as a story and expresses shared experience (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). Narratives pull from Dewey’s (1916, 1922, 1938) focus on the lived and
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shared stories of individuals (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and was recognized in
educational research by Connelly and Clandinin (1990). Connelly and Clandinin (1990)
launched narrative inquiry as an educational research methodology that fosters
“theoretical ideas about the nature of human life as lived to bear on educational
experience as lived” (p. 3). The definition of narrative inquiry, as presented by Connelly
and Clandinin (2006), includes the notion of following a phenomenon. They say,
Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of
thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the
phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular narrative
view of experience as phenomena under study. (p. 477)
Connelly and Clandinin (2006) maintain that narrative inquiry must include a
“simultaneous exploration of all three commonplaces” or the “temporality, sociality, and
place — which specify dimensions of an inquiry space” (p. 479). First, they place
importance on the fact that individuals always have a past, present, and future and that it
is crucial to try to understand individuals, places, and events as a fluid process. Secondly,
“Narrative inquirers are concerned with personal conditions and, at the same time, with
social conditions. By personal conditions we mean the feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic
reactions, and moral dispositions” (p. 480). Third, there is importance on the “the specific
concrete, physical and topological boundaries of place or sequence of places where the
inquiry and events take place” (p. 480). Connelly and Clandinin argue that, as a
researcher, one must consider the effects and importance of each place on the experience.
Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) contend that narrative inquiry is a useful
methodology for teachers and teacher educators but warns of the complexities of such
research. They outline eight design elements to consider and use as a framework when
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conducting a narrative inquiry to counter such challenges. For example, they say that
researchers should ensure authenticity “as having adequacy and plausibility” (Clandinin
& Connelly, 2000, p. 185), consider the audience and different purposes when writing in
a narrative style, and explicitly state any social significance of their inquiry and position
research within a larger body of literature.
The professional identity and knowledge of the researcher are commonly presented in
narratives inquiries (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), and narrative inquiries may follow the
study of a phenomenon or method (Creswell, 2013). Bignold and Su (2013) described
narrative inquiry as an effective method in investigating and describing varied emotions,
thoughts, perspectives, and actions of individuals.
Self-Study
Self-study or self-study of Teacher Education Practices (S-STEP) has been
historically rooted in the research that first began to recognize teachers’ theories in
teaching and learning and placed importance on teachers researching their own practice
(Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Loughran, 2009). It has been defined,
The study of one’s self, one’s actions, one’s ideas, as well as the ‘not self’. It is
autobiographical, historical, cultural, and political . . . it draws on one’s life, but it is
more than that. Self- study also involves a thoughtful look at texts read, experiences
had, people known and ideas considered. (Hamilton & Pinnegar, 1998, p. 236)
As research paradigms, teacher inquiry, reflective practice, and action research have
directly shaped how self-study has been recognized and conducted (Samaras & Freese,
2009). According to Dinkelman (2003), self-study is an “intentional and systematic
inquiry into one’s own practice” (p. 8) to illustrate “knowledge about practice” (p. 9).
The purpose of self-study is to contribute “to the professional knowledge base of teaching
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as well as generat[e] understanding of the world” (Hamilton, 2004, p. 402). Five elements
of self-study are outlined by LaBoskey (2004), following an extensive review of selfstudy methodology. Self-study is self-initiated and focused, improvement-aimed,
interactive, includes multiple, mainly qualitative, methods, and defines validity as a
process based on trustworthiness.
With a background on these three “auto” qualitative research methods, I now turn to
outline auto-criticism as a methodology and identify the commonalities and individuation
between the four research paradigms.
Commonalities and Individuation in “Auto” Qualitative Research
Although many similar qualitative concepts and qualities in auto-criticism are
emulated in autoethnography, narrative, and self-study, auto-criticism is a unique
emerging methodology. Considering what is known about educational connoisseurship
and criticism, drawing from features of research that privileges the self, and reviewing
Rezac’s (2019) auto-criticism of her experiences as a doctoral student, I now aim to
define auto-criticism for this inquiry. To be as transparent as possible when defining this
method, I feel that I must present similarities and differences in the purpose and main
features of auto-criticism. This information is outlined as a graphic representation of
auto-criticism and the three other qualitative approaches formally mentioned (See Tables
1, 2, and 3). I now further elaborate on purpose and main features.
What is the purpose of auto-criticism? My task as an educational critic is to explain
the meaning of what has been vividly described, make value judgments with respect to
educational practices and the experience of the teacher, pursue improvement in
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education, and inspire heightened perceptivity (Eisner, 1991). Autoethnography and
autobiography often tell a personal story in relation to larger cultural meanings (Ellis,
2004; Muncey, 2010), and narrative conveys the lived and told stories of individuals
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Riessman, 2008). Both narrative and autoethnography
stem from an anthropological tradition that focuses on culture. Self-study presents
knowledge of one’s own teaching and learning practices in relation to other(s)
(Dinkelman, 2003; Hamilton & Pinnegar, 1998). Auto-criticism differs from each. It
illustrates and analyzes the personal story in relation to analytic categories founded in
aesthetics, ecology, race, class, gender, and/or religion (Uhrmacher et al., 2017) and still
requires interpretation and evaluation as in the work of educational criticism; however, it
is not bound by culture or teaching and learning practices in relation to others. Thus, one
may write about one’s own life in the contexts of being a teacher, and in so doing, one
would want to interpret one’s own narrative with categories that bring new intellectual
ideas to life (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 79). My auto-criticism specifically illustrates and
analyzes my story in relation to aesthetics, ecology, identity, and feelings of belonging.
First, my auto-criticism explores aesthetics with respect to the nature of art, beauty, and
creation. The writing style and use of photography offer a sensory experience and allow
the audience to assign sensori-emotional values. Eisner’s (1991) school of ecology was
used to construct research questions and guide data collection and analysis. Finally, an
analytic category of identity and feelings of belonging cannot be excluded from this
inquiry, given the nature of my experiences. My expertise, or connoisseurship, in this
experience, allowed me to critique my experiences and myself intentionally. Rezac
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(2019) believes that an auto-criticism should heighten our level of perceptivity just as
Dewey (1934) writes, “The aim of criticism is the re-education of the perception of the
work of art” (p. 324) and Uhrmacher et al. (2017) stress the ability to discern “nuanced
meanings” (p. 12). Rezac’s (2019) auto-criticism of her experiences as a doctoral student
aims to find answers to the questions, “what is our role in what we contribute and how do
we shape our own story” (p. 18). She focused on the lived experience and expertise of the
researcher while using an interpretive framework to position her own point of view in
relation to theories and the experience. Following educational criticism, I wrote about my
lived experiences as a university teacher struggling with professional stress and
pregnancy loss while learning to support myself. Similar to self-study inquiry and
educational connoisseurship and criticism, this inquiry contributes “to the professional
knowledge base of teaching as well as generating understanding of the world” (Hamilton,
2004, p. 402) and seeks real-world improvement (Saxe & Uhrmacher, 2016).
My auto-criticism also draws the idea of “honest and deep reflection about ourselves,
our relationships with others, and how we want to live” from autoethnography (Ellis,
2013, p. 10), the idea of “personal conditions…feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic
reactions, and moral dispositions” from narrative (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480),
and reflective practice as contribution to teaching (Hamilton, 2004). My hope is by
drawing from these methodologies, my auto-criticism illuminates the complex journey
that many of us face in our personal and professional lives.
What are the main features of auto-criticism? Following a review of autoethnography,
narrative, and self-study, I present the main features of auto-criticism. Auto-criticism
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draws on main features such as narratives, vignettes, direct quotes, and aesthetics present
in educational connoisseurship and criticism (Uhrmacher et al., 2017) and narratives and
first-person writing present in autoethnography (Ellis, 2004). Hamilton, Smith, and
Worthington (2008) implore short stories, poetry, novels, photographs, journals, and
fragmented and layered writing as main features of autoethnography. My auto-criticism
employs narrative and first-person writing, vignettes, direct quotes, aesthetics, short
stories, poetry, photographs, journals, and fragmented and layered writing.
According to Hamilton et al. (2008), “narrative inquiry brings education and the
educational process to life. When engaged in narrative inquiry, the researcher tracks
process, experience and progress of the work through narrative writing” (p. 24).
Autoethnographers often use “an ethnographic wide-angle lens with a focus on the social
and cultural aspects of the personal…But there is always a look inward at the vulnerable
self that is moved, refracted, and resisted during the process,” and “Self-study researchers
“draw upon ideas from multiple disciplines because of their background in academic
content areas as well as their familiarity with educational theories and research practices”
(Hamilton, Smith, & Worthington, p. 24). Distinct to auto-criticism, I rely on Rezac’s
(2019) notion that this approach “will be one of a guide through an experience” and “call
our attention to things we may not otherwise see and allow us to have a different
experience or understanding than we would on our own without that guide showing us a
way” (p. 41). To fully detail commonalties and individuation in “auto” qualitative
research, Tables 1, 2, and 3 present graphic representations of the methodologies.
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Table 1: Commonalities & Individuation in “Auto” Qualitative Research I.
Methodologies
Auto-criticism

Autoethnography

Narrative

Self-study

Research
Design

Arts-based
research design

Cultural context
research design

Story research
design

Practice and/or
improvement
research design

Purpose

Personal story in
relation to
aesthetic,
ecological,
racial, class,
gender, and/or
religious
categories
(Uhrmacher et
al., 2017)

Personal story in
relation to larger
cultural meaning
(Ellis, 2004;
Muncey, 2010)

Lived & told
stories of
individuals
(Connelly &
Clandinin, 1990,
2000; Riessman,
2008)

Knowledge of
one’s own
teaching &
learning practice
in relation to
other(s)
(Dinkelman,
2003; Hamilton
& Pinnegar,
1998)

Individual lived
experiences
interpreted in
relation to
intellectual
dialogue in life
(Witt, 2020)

Lived experience
with cultural
context
(Ellis, 2004)

Individual
experiences;
individuals’
lived & told
experiences

Life story and
voice (Goodson
& Walker, 1991).

Story

Real world
implications
(Hamilton et al.,
2008)
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Table 2: Commonalities & Individuation in “Auto” Qualitative Research II
Main
Features

Narratives;
vignettes; direct
quotes; journals;
aesthetics
(Uhrmacher et
al., 2017)
First person
writing; short
stories, poetry,
photographs;
fragmented and
layered writing
(Witt, 2020)

Writing

Narrative
Episodic
Vignettes
Visual
representations
Metaphor
Similes
Literary devices
Description
Interpretation
Evaluation
Thematic

Narratives/first
person writing
(Ellis, 2004)

Turning points
often implored
(Denzin, 1989)

Short stories,
poetry, novels,
photographs,
journals,
fragmented, and
layered writing
(Hamilton et al.,
2008)

Occur within
specific places
or situations

Researcher
situated within the
cultural context
(Hamilton et al.,
2008)

Expressing biases
Matter-of-fact
portraits
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Self-initiated &
focused;
improvementaimed;
interactive,
multiple, mainly
qualitative
method; validity
as a process
based on
trustworthiness
(LaBoskey, 2004)
Intentional &
systematic
inquiry

Stories
Restory
Long block
quotes
Epiphanies
themes
Dialogues
Conversations

Reveals the
professional
identity &
knowledge of the
researcher.
Contributes “to
the professional
knowledge base
of teaching as
well as generating
understanding of
the world”
(Hamilton, 2004,
p. 402).
Autobiographical
Personal histories
Narratives
Memory work
Multiple artistic
modes (visual
representations,
theater, drama,
poetry)

Table 3: Commonalities & Individuation in “Auto” Qualitative Research III
Data
Collection

Data
Analysis

Personal
experience
Artifacts
Photographs
Poems
Artistic methods
Journaling
Reflections
Discussions
Work samples
Interviews
Observations
(Wide-angle lens;
Multiple-sensory;
Lens-specific
observation, etc.)

Observation
Documents
Audio-visual
Journaling
Photographs
Texting

Description
Interpretation
Evaluation
Thematic
Annotations

Detailed description
of group behavior,
interactions, etc.
Identify standard
categories / cultural
themes
Portrait with emic /
etic
Themes / patterned
regularities

Interviews
Observation
Discussions
Journaling
Documents
Pictures

Interviews
Personal experience
Journaling
Observations
Communications
Participatory
research
Artifacts
Communities of
practice
Videotaping
Work samples
Co/autoethnography
Artistic methods

Themes
Chronology
Structural
Repetition
History
Dialogic/performa
nce

Constant
comparative
method (Grounded
theory – Glaser &
Strauss)
Reflexive,
retrospective
analysis (R.
Brandenburg)

Thoughts, feelings,
and conversations
(Ellis, 2004)

Short stories, fiction,
novels, layered
accounts, poetry,
memoirs, diaries,
songs, dance,
photos, and
performances
(Douglas & Carless,
2013)

Credibility &
Validity

Structural
corroboration;
Consensual
validation;
Referential
adequacy

Reflexivity

Collaboration
(LaBoskey, 2004;
Loughran, 2009)
Trustworthiness
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Study Design
There are two fundamental purposes of this qualitative inquiry: 1) to describe,
interpret, evaluate, and thematize the lived experiences of a female university teacher
experiencing high levels of professional stress and pregnancy loss and learning the
importance of self-care, and 2) to illuminate auto-criticism as a qualitative research
methodology and its contributions to research. This inquiry presents a thorough and
critical examination of my professional and personal struggles during 2016-2019. The
nakedness of this account includes high levels of professional stress, pregnancy loss, and
coming to know self-care. Although paradoxical tension is present in the lives of so many
teachers and individuals, we often fail to illuminate these stories because darkness is not
always celebrated or shared. This inquiry is a journey into both the dark and the light. I
hope my story detailing and analyzing the multifaceted and complex lives of the teacher
encourages dialogue about the interconnectedness of our personal and professional lives.
Selecting my Self as the “Participant”
My journey in this research inquiry, both iterative and fluid, has morphed many times
since I stepped into my first qualitative research class years ago. I had initially planned to
investigate four undergraduate professors to learn how university teachers support their
students in holistic ways. In 2017, a full year after my ectopic pregnancy and the loss of
my fallopian tube, I found myself teaching a full load of courses, completing doctorate
courses, and struggling to keep myself afloat.
I have been teaching for 15 years in higher education, and although I love the
connections with students and a more profound sense of calling and meaning in life, I am
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exhausted. Too many times, institutional and role requirements as an Assistant Teaching
Professor have eclipsed the energy needed to show up authentically and courageously as
a teacher. Compounded with my own personal physical and emotional struggles, I found
myself wondering how I could continue to sustain myself as an individual and teacher
amid such struggles. In this study, I illuminate my personal story as a teacher and woman
to serve as a catalyst for dialogue about the need to share stories and increase support for
university educators. Because it would be impossible for me to remove myself from these
personally emotional experiences, I found myself entrenched in the process of “auto”
qualitative research.
My auto-criticism served as an opportunity to engage in reflexive activities that
furthered my own learnings and teachings, which manifested as reflection with the goal
of personal and professional growth (Zeichner, 1999). In conjunction with this, this
inquiry supported my emotional healing, and more specifically engaged me in a form of
personal psychotherapy – a common process in therapy that includes labeling problems
and discussing the causes and outcomes – promoting mental and physical wellness and
reducing distress (Mumford, Schlesinger, & Glass, 1983). Research has shown that
simply unveiling emotional experiences is a powerful therapeutic agent in the healing
process (Pennebaker, 1997). The process of telling one’s own emotions can also serve as
a collective experience for the audience. Greenspan (2017), a psychotherapist, believes
that our society fears and devalues emotion and painful stories and maintains that the
only way to master these emotions is to experience them fully. She speaks about this
process as “the alchemy of the dark emotions: knowing how to stay connected to the
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energy of painful emotions, to attend to and befriend it, to surrender to it, mindfully,
without being overwhelmed” (Greenspan, 2017). Although telling stories dripping with
“dark emotions” is difficult, it is necessary to live with our whole hearts and build a
community of compassion and empathy. This is why I must tell this story– for myself and
others. “For stories create their own bonds, represent cohesion, shared understandings,
and meanings…The cohesiveness that stories bring is part of the strength of the
outgroup” (Delgado, 1989, p. 2412). “Stories humanize us. They emphasize our
differences in ways that can ultimately bring us closer together” (Delgado, p. 2440).
Telling my story was restorative and healing, and it might call to the many who
endure their own struggles as teachers and individuals. Perhaps we may find solace in the
community of storytelling that is present in the emotional experiences of my journey and
aim for renewal. Perhaps we may come together in story; we may learn that we are part
of something larger than we are and share in a larger presence of humanity in our worlds.
Thus, I journeyed on a strange new path, like Harold and Dr. Anthym, in the hope of
sharing my story, the hope of healing, the hope of mental and physical wellness, the hope
for heightened perception, and the hope of contributing to real change in the field of
education (Saxe & Uhrmacher, 2016).
The research questions guiding this inquiry were founded in two of the three elements
of Eisner’s instructional arc, the operational or what actually happens and the received or
what was learned (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Below, I present explanations of each
research question, definitions of related terms, and documentational tables designed to
connect the research questions to my sources of data.
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Research Questions One and Two
These research questions focus on what is operationalized in the life of a university
teacher or what actually happened. These questions seek to unveil a comprehensive
image of the experiences of a university professor while allowing “a space for exploring
the ‘unknown unknowns’” (Pryor, 2010, p. 25 as cited in Uhrmacher et al., 2017). To
position my study, I constructed these questions to explore what is operationalized
“without unnecessary restraints on what one might discover…while simultaneously
providing direction and shape to the study” (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 25).
Research Questions One
What professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university
teacher? For the purpose of this study, “professional” refers to anything related to my
professional life or life as an Assistant Teaching Professor. I specifically refer to high
levels of stress for university teachers. Whereas, “personal” refers to anything related to
my personal life or life ‘outside the classroom.’ The personal struggle that I expressly set
out to investigate was pregnancy loss. The use of “struggle” is based on the concept of
“dark emotions” from Miriam Greenspan (2017), a psychotherapist specializing in
women survivors of misogyny, abuse, and trauma. Greenspan claims that “in an age of
global threats and multiple cataclysms, the dark emotions of grief, fear, and despair have
become widespread and overwhelming,” and says, “Our culture calls these emotions
'negative' and views them as symptoms of mental disorder or spiritual inadequacy,
harmful unless controlled.” However, she believes that by understanding and
acknowledging our “dark emotions,” we can find restoration and transformation. The
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word “struggle” often has negative connotations. I chose this word because I wanted the
audience to understand the importance of leaning into the dark to appreciate the light. In
this research inquiry, the term “occur” references what is operationalized or actually
happens in one’s life. Finally, “university teacher” is used to define my position as an
Assistant Teaching Professor –in which 90% of my role was teaching, and 10% was
scholarship and service in a non-tenure track professorial line.
Research Question Two
What self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and personally? For the
purposes of this study and because literature fails to agree on a definition of “self-care,” I
use a combined definition of personal self-care and professional self-care from Lee and
Miller (2013) because of the symbiosis between the two realms of an individual. They
define personal self-care as “a process of purposeful engagement in practices that
promote holistic health and well-being of the self;” whereas, they define professional
self-care as “the process of purposeful engagement in practices that promote effective and
appropriate use of the self in the role within the context of sustaining holistic health and
well-being” (p. 98). The term “engage” refers to any act that I took part in, participated
in, employed, and absorbed. Finally, “professionally” refers to anything related to my
professional life or life as an Assistant Teaching Professor, and “personally” refers to
anything related to my personal life.
Documentational Table – Research Question One & Two
Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) argue that many qualitative researchers fail to
connect research questions to data sources and themes thoroughly. Research questions
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offer a roadmap for inquiry and analysis, and researchers should employ elements to
connect back to the research question when designing studies (Anfara et al., 2002). To
guide the review of data collection and assist in evaluation, I utilized a documentational
table (See Table 4) with preconfigured questions modeled after “Guiding Questions for
Journal Entry Exploration,” (Rezac, 2019) and “Code Mapping: Three Iterations of
Analysis” (Anfara et al., 2002). I hoped my data collection and analysis would connect to
the research questions and data sources, thus bringing clarity, meaning, and structure to
the process. Finally, this allowed me to uncover significant themes while also allowing
room for emergent foci to unfold (Uhrmacher et al., 2017).
To thoroughly detail what was operationalized or happened in my life professionally
and personally during 2016-2019, I reviewed the following data collection instruments:
personal documents (i.e., personal journals, personal calendar, artwork, and medical
records); internal professional artifacts (i.e., artifacts gathered from my teaching,
curriculum, scholarship, and service used for annual review, reappointment, and
promotion); and external professional documents (i.e., paperwork from the Academy for
Leaders, Institute for Creative Teaching, and Journal to the Self). I further explain how
these data sources were reviewed in the section on data collection.
I used prefigured questions when reviewing the data sources to elicit topics and
themes. As I annotated my data sources, I determined whether said topics and themes
existed and whether emergent foci appeared.
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Table 4: Iterations of Analysis – Research Question One & Two
Research Question One
What professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university teacher?
Data Sources

Logistics
Occurrence of
Experiences

Personal journals;
personal calendar;
artwork; medical records
internal professional
artifacts:
external professional
documents

Chronology of
Experiences

Emotions Involved

What experience is
occurring?

In what order do the
experiences occur?

What emotions are
involved?

Is it a personal or
professional
experience?

Do any of the
experiences occur
because of a prior
experience?

What experiences
contribute to
positive/negative
emotions?
If emotionally
challenging, what
makes it so?

Research Question Two
What self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and personally?
Data Sources

Logistics
Occurrence of
Experiences

Personal journals;
personal calendar;
artwork; medical records
internal professional
artifacts:
external professional
documents

What self-care
practice is occurring?
Is it a personal or
professional self-care
practice?

Chronology of
Experiences
In what order do the
self-care practices
occur?

Emotions Involved
What emotions are
involved?

Do any of the selfcare practices occur
because of a prior act
of self-care?

Research Questions Three and Four
These research questions focused on what was received or what was learned through
experience and sought to uncover possibilities for improvement in the lives of educators.
Uhrmacher et al. (2017) maintain the significance of educational criticism is often
embedded in the values, theory, and context in which the researcher brings to the study.
My own experiences as an educator for the past 15 years and my own beliefs,
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experiences, and biases are presented for the audience as a part of this inquiry when
evaluating the lived experiences of a university teacher. My hope in designing these
questions was to identify the value of practicing self-care for educators in higher
education and for a larger community.
Research Question Three
How have self-care practices impacted professional and personal struggles? For this
study, I define “impact” as having a significant, substantive, and/or meaningful effect in
my life. I analyzed what is learned because of the self-care practices I engaged in. I
anticipated discovering lifestyle choices and workplace adaptations (Cox & Steiner,
2013) because of the self-care I engaged in. For this inquiry, I evaluated both macro-selfcare or ‘big stuff’ such as exercise and healthy social interactions (Bush, 2015) and
micro-self-care or new practices incorporated as daily practices (Bain, 2011).
Research Question Four
What are the implications of auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher
education? For the purposes of this inquiry, I was interested in how auto-criticism as a
methodology may distinctively contribute to higher education. I wanted to know if any
unique, special, or notable style or quality plays a role in this type of methodology to
qualitative research and higher education. Although auto-criticism is founded in
fundamental concepts and qualities of education criticism and informs “auto” qualitative
research, it is its own method. Because of this and its emergent state as a research
methodology, it was critical to evaluate how this research methodology could
distinctively convey my story and contribute to higher education. I predicted that my
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study would reach beyond university teachers to include school administrators, teacher
education programs, and other teaching professionals because of the nature of the inquiry.
Documentational Table – Research Question Three & Four
To detail what was received or what was learned because of self-care during 20162019, I reviewed the following data collection instruments, including personal journals,
artwork, internal professional artifacts, and external professional documents. I wrote
personal reflections throughout the process. Consistent with questions one and two, a
documentational table (See Table 5) has been constructed using prefigured questions to
review the data. As I evaluated my data sources, the table helped me conclude which
topics and themes existed and whether emergent foci appeared.

Table 5: Iterations of Analysis – Research Question Three & Four
Research Question Three
How have self-care practices impacted professional and personal struggles?
Macro Self-Care
Does this self-care practice impact my life on a
macro level? In what ways?

Micro Self-Care
Does this self-care practice impact my life on a
micro level? In what ways?

Data Sources
- Personal journals; personal calendar; artwork; medical records
- Internal professional artifacts
- External professional documents
Research Question Four
What are the implications of auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher education?
Emergent Research Methods
- In what ways is this research inquiry unique, special, or notable in style or quality?
- How does this research method play a role in bringing auto-criticism as a methodology to
qualitative research, education, and society in general?
Data Sources
Personal reflection
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Data Collection
Researching my experience as an Assistant Teaching Professor, with high levels of
professional stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care, was possible through a variety of
artifacts. Now, I review each artifact separately before discussing how each aligns with
the research questions.
Artifacts
The research questions in this study reveal the collection of artifacts as a critical
method of data collection. In this study, I used three types of artifacts to “make vicarious
participation” possible (Eisner, 1991, p. 89): 1) personal documents or personal journal
entries, calendar entries, artwork, and medical records; 2) internal artifacts or artifacts
gathered from my teaching and curriculum portfolio used for annual review,
reappointment, and promotion; and 3) external artifacts or paperwork from the Academy
for Leaders, Institute for Creative Teaching, Journal to the Self.
Similar to autoethnography, I see auto-criticism as a process and product (Chang,
2008). This allows for many forms of data types and collection. There are commonalities
in these forms of “auto” research. In my comparison of qualitative forms of research, it is
clear that educational critics employ several forms of data such as personal experiences,
interviews and observations, communications, artifacts, photographs, poems, work
samples, and journaling (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Similarly, in LaBoskey’s (2004) selfstudy, multiple sources of data are employed, such as teaching journals, student journals,
conversations with critical friends, student documents, and other documents. Uhrmacher
et al. (2017) explain,
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The interaction between…observations, interviews, and artifact collection, as each
informs and is informed by the others. Not only does such comparison enhance
trustworthiness of the study, it guides your discernment of the qualities, priorities,
values, and practices you are noticing. (p. 29)
As an educational critic, I recorded hand-written, computer-generated, and personal
cellular phone field notes, and produced initial reflections and artistic renderings
throughout my data collection process as part of the process (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). I
now elaborate on my data sources.
Personal documents included personal journal entries, personal calendar, art, and
medical records as data. Autoethnography, narrative, and self-study often incorporate and
value the use of journal writing (Hamilton et al., 2008). I have been a writer and
storyteller for most of my life. I can recall curling up on our rust orange shag carpet in
my childhood home each night with my binder full of loose sheets adding to my poems,
short stories, and daily reflections. I have practiced journaling on and off for more than
30 years, but it was not until my participation in Journal to Self, a professional
development opportunity I engaged with in 2017, that I began a return to daily journaling.
Much of my daily writing starting in 2017 was the direct result of my ectopic pregnancy,
but I found that I began to write about so much more that was inextricably bound to my
life as a teacher and woman. Initially, I used writing because I felt so alone and trapped in
my darkness. As with most journal writing, the reason that I write is that it is easier for
me to voice my feelings in a space that is only held by me. It also helps me to
communicate more effectively with others when I am ready. I do not have one notebook
that I always write in. Sometimes my writing is scattered in various physical spaces, and
sometimes I might only write one sentence a day (something I committed to myself to
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during Journal to the Self), but I have continued to write. My personal Google calendar
was used to collect dates of experiences that occurred. This helped me cross-reference
what was recorded in my journal entries. In addition, I used drawings and other artwork
produced. I recorded written and/or audio reflective notes based on the artwork. Finally,
my personal medical records were reviewed to note medical experiences. I utilized my
documentational tables (see Tables 4 and 5) to review the data.
Professional internal artifacts included artifacts gathered from my teaching
curriculum portfolio for annual review, reappointment, and promotion, and other forms of
data, such as personal reflections on professional development experiences that have
informed my pedagogy and practice, written self-analysis of teaching effectiveness,
revised and annotated syllabi, assignment prompts, and reflections on peer-to-peer
observations, mentoring faculty, and reflective teaching groups. Ellis (2004) purports the
importance of documents and artifacts that have been created and collected throughout an
experience, such as my years as an Assistant Teaching Professor to create consistencies
and truthfulness. Eisner (1991) explains the importance of artifacts to the educational
critic; he says they allow researchers the ability to see what was not said in interviews or
what was unseen in classroom observations. “These artifacts…provide a kind of
operational definition of what teachers value” (p. 184). The materials in my
reappointment and promotion portfolio, for example, revealed my values and beliefs
(Eisner, 1991). Eisner (1991) argues that researchers can learn a lot about a teacher and
her practices through the collection of classroom artifacts, for values, expectations, and
behaviors are all observable through the collection of artifacts. I printed these documents
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from my portfolio, annotated the paperwork, and reviewed the data using my
documentational tables (See Tables 4 and 5).
External professional documents included paperwork from three organizations that I
engaged in as professional development from 2017 through 2019: Journal to the Self, the
Academy for Leaders, and Institute for Creative Teaching. The paperwork I used as data
from these organizations includes such items as welcomes and introductions, guidelines,
foundations, principles and practices, writing prompts, poetry, articles, and
journaling/writing/artwork I produced because of the engagement with the organizations.
I used this paperwork because these organizations recorded my experiences with stress,
pregnancy loss, and self-care. Again, documentational tables (See Tables 4 and 5) were
used to review this data. A brief explanation of the three organizations follows.
Kathleen Adams LPC, PTR, Director of the Center for Journal Therapy, Inc., created
the Journal to the Self® workshop (JTTS) in 1985. The Center for Journal Therapy, Inc.
came out of a workshop called Write On! Adams created as a graduate student in
counseling in 1985. Initially, the JTTS workshop was centered on Adam’s book Journal
to the Self, which was published in 1990. The 12-hour course helps participants keep a
journal aimed at personal growth, creative expression, and life enrichment. Certified
instructors in the United States, Canada, Europe, Asia, and the Pacific teach JTTS.
Adams has been a leader in therapeutic writing for 30 years, and her programs are used in
hospitals, treatment centers, churches, nonprofits, and small businesses.
The mission of the Center for Journal Therapy is “to make the healing art and science
of journal writing accessible to all who desire self-directed change” (Center for Journal
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Therapy). The vision is to be “the premier source of education and training on the power
of writing for healing, growth, and change” and hopes to achieve this vision through
“providing continuing education for psychotherapists (NBCC approved provider #5782)
in theory and best practice of journal therapy and therapeutic writing” (Center for Journal
Therapy, n.d.). Integrity, vision, innovation, community, and support are the core values
of the Center for Journal Therapy. I engaged with the JTTS beginning in June 2017,
instructed by a co-worker from my department at her home over several weeks. This
workshop started my daily practice of journaling.
The Center for Courage & Renewal (the Center) was created and founded in 1997 by
Parker J. Palmer, Rick Jackson, and Mary Jackson (formerly, it was known as the Center
for Teacher Formation within the Fetzer Institute). Its goal is supporting teachers in living
undivided lives more authentically and with more integrity. Today, several programs and
retreats such Academy for Leaders, Courage to Lead, and Courage to Teach incorporate
touchstones for the Center’s Circle of Trust® approach. In 2017-2018, I was awarded a
grant through RMU and the Center to participate in the Academy for Leaders, one of the
Center’s professional development programs aimed at transforming leadership skills and
supporting personal and professional renewal through courage and listening to our inner
teacher. This program, like all the Centers,’ applies the following set of principles and
practices
intended to create a process of shared exploration—in retreats, programs and other
settings—where people can find safe space to nurture personal and professional
integrity and the courage to act on it. In the hands of a knowledgeable and skilled
facilitator, this approach has the power to transform individuals, families, workplaces
and communities. (http://www.couragerenewal.org/approach/)
104

These principles (Appendix A) and practices (Appendix B) are demonstrated through
their Touchstones (Appendix C). The Touchstones are:


Give and receive welcome.



Be present as fully as possible.



What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand.



Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth.



No fixing, saving, advising or correcting each other.



Learn to respond to others with open, honest questions.



When the going gets rough, turn to wonder.



Attend to your own inner teacher.



Trust and learn from the silence.



Observe deep confidentiality.



Know that it’s possible…

The Circle of Trust® approach feeds into the Center’s mission “to create a more just,
compassionate and healthy world by nurturing personal and professional integrity and the
courage to act on it” (Center for Courage & Renewal, 2006). The values of integrity,
authenticity, diversity, community, courage, love, hope, and renewal are foundational
beliefs and intended purposes of the Circle of Trust® approach. The Center creates a
distinctive place for individuals to participate in reconnecting their inner life and their
outer life. My data includes paperwork used during the Academy for Leaders and
journaling, reflections, and writings based on the work of the Center.
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Institute for Creative Teaching and Think 360 Arts (formerly Colorado Alliance for
the Arts Education and Young Audiences of Colorado) has supported educators with
aesthetics in the classroom (Think 360 Arts, n.d.). The institute encourages teachers to
engage in learning through the arts (visual arts, theater, music, and creative writing, for
example) as learners themselves and as a platform for more engaging and meaningful
experiences in the classroom, which responds to students as whole learners and whole
individuals (Think 360 Arts, n.d.). I engaged with the Institute for Creative Teaching (the
Institute), a partnership of Think 360 Arts and the University of Denver. The learning
institute occurred one week in summer 2017.
A conceptual framework that supports educational principles used at the Institute for
Creative Teaching is the Six Dimensions of Teaching and Learning crafted by Moroye
and Uhrmacher (2009). These aesthetic themes use perceptual teaching and learning to
enrichen and enliven the curriculum process and provide creativity and innovation for
students and teachers. The six themes are connections, risk-taking, imagination, sensory
experience, perceptivity, and active engagement (CRISPA). Moroye and Uhrmacher
(2009) contend that connections occur in the learning environment when an individual
interacts with an object or idea and can be communicative, emotional, intellectual, or
sensorial. After the interaction with the object or idea, meaning-making occurs. When
students are asked to move outside of healthy boundaries and try something new or
challenging, risk-taking transpires (Moroye & Uhrmacher, 2009). The researchers argue
that risk is different for everyone, but that through risk we can be rewarded. Imagination,
in its fullest potential, helps students to interact in intuitive, insightful, and fanciful ways
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to see all that is possible. According to Moroye and Uhrmacher (2009), to have a sensory
experience, one must involve a sensory interaction with an object or idea. The researchers
contend that sensory experiences generate a heightened sense of perceptivity, which is
attained when an object or idea is observed for a prolonged period of time and on a
deeper level. Finally, Moroye and Uhrmacher (2009) suppose that through active
engagement, educators can place students in control of their learning. As a result,
students are more engaged and have higher levels of commitment. My data includes
paperwork used during the Institute and journaling, reflections, and writings.
In the data collection phase, I reviewed personal journals, artwork, medical records,
internal professional artifacts, and external professional documents to answer research
questions one and two: what internal and external struggles have occurred in my life as a
university teacher; and what self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and
personally. As previously detailed, documentational tables (See Tables 4 and 5) were
constructed to review the data. As I began to analyze my data sources, these tables helped
me conclude which topics and themes existed and whether emergent foci appeared.
Data Analysis
I analyzed my data, which covers a period from October 2016 through the end of
2019, to identify themes and illuminate the “interconnected whole” (Uhrmacher et al.,
2017, p. 57). The following timeline guided my research study. During winter and spring
2020, I collected artifacts and located them all in one physical location, I annotated my
sources of data and analyzed and interpreted my findings. I simultaneously wrote the
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analysis and interpretation during this period. My coursework was completed in spring
2019, and the write up of the dissertation was completed in spring 2020.
My analysis of the data was subjective and iterative. I employed a variety of
strategies used by educational critics to analyze data (Eisner, 1991). Uhrmacher et al.
(2017) recommend an arts and humanities approach rooted in the arts as an alternative to
coding data. All artifacts and reflections were annotated and organized as I reviewed
them in an informal and iterative analysis through the process (Appendices D, E, and F).
To analyze my data in this auto-criticism, the use of annotations helped me uncover
“themes of the entire experience,” (Saxe & Uhrmacher, 2016, p. 17) which centered on
“the relationship among [phrases] in a complete picture” (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 57).
The process of annotation occurred throughout the data analysis stage, which could be
compared to memoing used in grounded theory, for example (Creswell, 2013).
Thematics, or larger names or phrases, were identified through my annotations and
helped me to determine whether my annotations, thematics, and findings could be placed
within a broader dialogue in teaching (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 57). For the educational
critic, annotating for patterns and themes occurred at both the data collection and data
analysis phase (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). The coding of data is often a systematic
approach to data analysis used in the sciences and in quantitative research. “Coding
qualitative data can take on a technical character, one that isolates phrases, counts their
occurrences, and takes meanings from frequencies” (Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 57).
Rather than isolating phrases and keywords for the purposes of coding, I looked for a

108

more holistic and coherent picture painted in the data by turning instead to the
relationships among words and phrases (Uhrmacher et al., 2017).
Consider the ways in which a literary critic analyzes poetry. Rather than code, they
annotate the text beginning by looking at the voice, tone, speaker, diction, syntax,
imagery, and other features common to all poems. The purpose of annotating various
elements is to then offer a new way of seeing the poem as an interconnected whole.
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 57)
My background in photography, teaching English, and as a linguist is more aligned with
the method of annotating sources for meaning than the typical methods of coding in
quantitative research and other types of qualitative research where coding would make
the most sense.
Because educational criticism typically includes aesthetic perceptivity, I used an
artful lens to create ‘colorful’ field notes and annotations that reflect questions like what
is being illuminated (Appendix G), how do these stories connect, and what themes and
patterns give shape to your data (Glesne as cited in Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 56). When
I was annotating the data, I utilized global annotations – those concerned with examining
the data as a whole picture, pattern finding annotations – those concerned with
‘configurations of meaning’ or refining themes, and finally cross-checking patterns – that
which does not fit my themes (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Finally, I used photographs and
writing to represent themes that emerged.
While it is important to note, “These theories provide guidance, not prediction”
(Uhrmacher et al., 2017, p. 3), I hoped the themes would present themselves to me based
on my description, interpretation, and evaluation and that would allow me the opportunity
to highlight my lived experiences as a university teacher. This process helped me reflect
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on the guiding research questions, make connections, and allowed for any emerge foci to
appear. As a final mechanism of analysis, I solicited and incorporated feedback from
fellow researchers/teachers to ensure consensual validation. I shared my data analysis
with educators who have been impacted by professional and personal struggles and selfcare and those involved in my life to maintain referential adequacy.
Limitations of the Study
Initially, I could not anticipate all of the limitations of this inquiry, but there was a
handful. First, this research study speaks to my experiences as a university teacher at
RMU, a private institution whose culture and operating procedures differentiate it from
other institutions of higher education. If I taught at another university, this study might
have yielded a different experience. This is perhaps another area for further examination.
This study engendered various ethical issues. Some of these issues included decisions
made regarding what data was included. Ellis (2004) says that writing an autoethnography necessitates a certain level of courage. As with other studies that privilege
the self, difficult decisions exist around sensitive and confidential information of the
people involved in my life (Becker, 1964; Cassell, 1977). Muncey (2010) maintains that
we must be careful not to put others and ourselves at risk. When authoring
autoethnographic writing, the “the self” is at the center of writing. Yet, others are always
implicated in some way. Although it is certainly not my intention to harm anyone related
to my story, such as my husband, doctors, RMU, colleagues, friends, or family, I had to
be aware of this when writing my story. Autoethnographies raise important ethical
questions about responsibilities. As an author, I had to be cautious about who was
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included and who was not (Adams, 2008; Ellis, 2007; Wall, 2008). On one call that I had
with my dissertation chair, one of his first questions was about my husband, Jon. He
asked if we reconciled (you will see that we do in the end). For my audience, it is clear
that his voice is not present in my dissertation. Jon and I discussed this throughout the
whole process. We talked about what was included and what was not. Jon told me, “It’s
your story.” He told me to express my story without limiting what I said. If I included
more of his voice, it would not be my story. I can only paint an image of how I felt in our
relationship. I am not him. My story is mine. This realization helped me to think further
about “auto” qualitative research. Much of my inquiry is centered on this reality. My
story describes and analyzes my feelings and perceptions.
Additionally, publishing information about my own life may present other
difficulties. “Researchers who share their own experiences expose themselves in no small
way” (Vickers, 2002, p. 609). My firsthand story of experiencing pregnancy loss is very
personal. Our society does not often embrace and welcome women and their stories when
pregnancies are not fruitful (Layne, 1997). Too many women carry the loss and the
burden inside, never sharing with our communities. We feel that we must hold these
struggles ourselves. We do not feel like they will hear us and really understand. There is
not enough training in listening and empathy. We need to demand acknowledgment of
the importance of the loss, and emotional support as empathy and compassion, and care.
This speaks to a phenomenon in society that needs to change. Even though storying my
experience was difficult and painful, I am very aware that we need to share this story.
When we share these stories, we also need to maintain support. Iocolano (1994) advises
111

counseling while dealing with the stress of processing feelings during the process of such
research. As suggested by Rager (2005), I debriefed with peers and professional
counselors, continued journaling, and used my social network to ensure self-care. Pickett,
Brennam, Greenberg, Licht, and Worrell (1994) argue that it is critical to engage in peer
debriefing when research is centered on sensitive topics, and Wincup (2001) says it “can
provide reassurance and helps to overcome feelings of isolation by recognizing that your
own emotional experiences are not unique” (p. 29). The more I opened up about my
experience with pregnancy loss, the more it allowed me to hear stories of other women
who experienced loss. We honor these voices by sharing our stories of loss and struggle.
It is an integral part of my grieving process. Maybe it will be an important part of others.
As “auto” qualitative researchers, it is crucial that our work is shared, and others come to
understand the importance sharing has in community. Evoking empathy and
understanding from other female university teachers who have struggled with pregnancy
loss or others who have also suffered from pain, loss, and disconnection can be a lonely
endeavor, though. Just putting this work out into the world, we are opening ourselves up
to criticism and measures of vulnerability that are scary. I had to learn who to trust in this
process. This was a large part of being able to complete the inquiry.
I also had to learn to step back and be kind to myself. Creating positivity and balance
in my life when conducting “auto” qualitative research (Rager, 2005) included attending
and hosting social events, engaging in photography and art, traveling, reading for
pleasure, exercising, and being with my family and friends. I needed these moments to
complete this dissertation. I am emotionally and physically exhausted, having come to the
112

point of conclusion. I completely understand why many doctoral students never complete
their dissertations and how challenging it is to author inquiries such as this. I also see
how rewarding it can be. When we are faced with new struggles like living in a scary and
uncertain global pandemic, it makes me see just how vital my inquiry is. Writing this
dissertation was not easy, but I had to tell this story because when we fail to be heard, this
further perpetuates our loss and pain that was diminished and ignored in the past.
Finally, I understand that this inquiry ended up being a bit self-serving in that I could
use it to get my Ph.D. and work on healing myself. It also gave me a connection back to
my community in voicing my struggles. Others with whom I have discussed this inquiry
share their stories, and I already feel meaning and purpose in this journey. I have taken
some control back in my life and my reproductive story. Stories of pregnancy loss have
the potential to act as topics in social justice because many women are affected by it. We
have silenced our voices for too long. I hope my story highlights the need to express our
experiences, thus offering healing to others.
Summary
It is important to note that the very nature of an auto-criticism assumes that the
researcher influences the study. The reflections presented throughout the description,
interpretation, evaluation, and thematic elements of this study were shaped by my own
experiences and background in life. What I have learned from my professional and
personal edification is the remarkable value of self-care. For myself and others who have
shared similar paradoxical tensions in their lives as university teachers, I believe it is
more necessary now to reconnect with the greater purpose of higher education and to
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support ourselves first. We are at a critical phase in U.S. society in which faculty report
high levels of stress (Curry & O’Brien, 2012; Harris, 2011), dissatisfaction with work
because of demanding teaching loads and scholarship demands, long work hours,
difficulty maintaining balance with personal life (Jacobs, & Gearson, 2006; Jacobs &
Winslow, 2004; Kezar, & Lester, 2009; Sorcinelli, 2007), and demotivation because of
lack of resources, lack of recognition, overwork, and a lack of appreciation (Davis, 2003;
Dinham & Scott, 2000). This leaves little room for greater meaning-making in education
and in life (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010). I believe sharing stories of difficulties and
attending to self-care is one way to address this issue. The ultimate goal of higher
education, and education in general, should be to engage whole individuals and develop
values, sense of self, identity and purpose, and passion and joy (Kesson, 2002; Kane,
2002; Kessler, 2000; Miller, 2001; Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al., 2010). Truly, this is
where my interest in this study began. I am hopeful my story allows me to make a
difference and touch the lives of other teachers. Through this dissertation, I hope to
transport others in education to a place of potential and possibility – a place where we can
live more whole in our own lives - a place where we can see darkness and light.
Introduction to Findings (Chapters Four through Seven)
To address my research questions, I began the process of data analysis about a week
after I defended my oral dissertation proposal. My written reflections throughout the
process noted a connection to the power of story. Week after week, I found myself
reviewing data, field notes, and reflections. Each time a connection to story would
appear. I went back to reread the foundational literature for an educational criticism:
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Eisner’s (1991) The Enlightened Eye: Qualitative Inquiry and the Enhancement of
Educational Practice and Uhrmacher’s et al. (2017) Using Educational Criticism and
Connoisseurship for Qualitative Research. What I noticed was a connection to this idea
of storytelling. Eisner (1991) says that many qualitative studies are illustrated in stories;
Lightfoot (1983) describes this as “portraits.” Eisner (1991) believes that educational
connoisseurs and critics are storytellers, and thus plot and theme are critical features.
As a storyteller, the following chapters of my dissertation (Chapters Four, Five, Six,
Seven, and Eight) use the organization or progression of a traditional plot with a
beginning, rising action, climax, falling action, and ending.
Chapter Four presents an introduction and overview of my findings chapters. I also
author the beginning of my story. The presentation of themes is told as a story and
include description, interpretation, and thematics. Chapter Five consists of the rising
action of my story. Again, the presentation of themes is told as a story and include
description, interpretation, and thematics. Chapter Six presents the climax of my story.
This chapter also includes a presentation of themes told as a story but also serves as a
bridge to Chapters Seven and Eight. A synthesis of themes from Chapters Four, Five, and
Six are offered in relation to literature in Chapter Six. This serves as a break or climax in
my story and dissertation. I see the beginning, rising action, and climax as one part that
addresses Research Question One: What professional and personal struggles have
occurred in my life as a university teacher? These connections foreshadow themes that
appear in Chapters Seven and Eight, which center on self-care and auto-criticism as a
methodology in higher education. Chapter Seven presents the falling action of my story.
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Similar to the organization of the climax, this chapter also includes a presentation of
themes told as a story and offers a synthesis of themes in relation to literature. The falling
action addresses Research Question Two: What self-care practices have I engaged in
professionally and personally, and Research Question Three: How have self-care
practices impacted professional and personal struggles. Finally, Chapter Eight presents
the ending of my story and the conclusion of the dissertation. I include a summary of the
dissertation, assess for any educational significance from my findings (Eisner, 1991), and
offer implications. I also address Research Question Four: What are the implications of
auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher education. Tables 6 and 7 illustrate
the structure of the remaining chapters.

Table 6: Roadmap for Chapters Four and Five.
Chapter

Plot

Purpose

Research Question(s)

Themes

Four

Beginning

Presentation of
themes illustrated
as story

RQ1: What
professional and
personal struggles
have occurred in my
life as a university
teacher?

Identity;
Belonging

Five

Rising
Action

Presentation of
themes illustrated
as story

RQ1: What
professional and
personal struggles
have occurred in my
life as a university
teacher?

Breaking Belonging;
Detaching from
Meaning & Purpose;
Severing Identity;
Fear;
Uncertainty;
Inauthenticity;
Stress;
Pain;
Loss;
Despair
Denial of Death;
Letting Go
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Table 7: Roadmap for Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight.
Six

Climax

Presentation of
themes illustrated
as story
A synthesis of
themes presented
in Chapters Four,
Five, and Six in
relation to
literature

RQ1: What
professional and
personal struggles
have occurred in my
life as a university
teacher?

Breaking Belonging;
Detaching from
Meaning & Purpose;
Severing Identity;
Fear;
Uncertainty;
Inauthenticity;
Stress;
Pain;
Loss;
Despair
Denial of Death;
Letting Go

RQ2: What self-care
practices have I
engaged in
professionally and
personally?

Positive emotions that
fill my heart;
Accepting physical
limitations and feeling
well;
passion for learning
and teaching, selfawareness, selfreflexivity, and
gratitude;
Wonder and
wondering that fills
me with energy or
spirituality (joy, play,
passions, creativity,
and the aesthetic).

Serves as climax in
story and acts a
bridge to themes
presented in falling
action
Seven

Falling
Action

Presentation of
themes illustrated
as story
A synthesis of
themes presented
in Chapters Seven
in relation to
literature

Eight

Ending

Summary of the
dissertation
Evaluation assessing for any
educational
significance from
my findings and
offering
implications

RQ3: How have selfcare practices
impacted professional
and personal
struggles?

RQ4: What are the
implications of autocriticism, as a research
methodology, for
higher education

Addressing RQ4
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flexibility, freedom,
beauty, movement,
and strength;
reflection;
purpose and meaning;
normalizing stories of
struggle

In a traditional story, the audience extrapolates themes from the narrative. In my
story, themes are identifiable within each part of my story. Categories and themes are
used as a mechanism to narrate the “story” of my life or my lived experiences as a
university teacher. The parts, categories, and themes are presented through linguistic
prose and photographic representation throughout my plot. Each section opens with
photography, and a quote pulled from a story that has meaning to me and is related to the
sections, categories, and themes.
Just as a complete story, the following chapters invite my audience to walk with me
and journey into the experiences that I had that were both dark and light. I hope through
my findings and conclusion, my audience will challenge themselves to engage in
dialogue about our lives as teachers, educators, and people.
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Chapter Four
A “Naïve Melody,” a New Reality, Beginning at Home

Figure 4: A “Naïve Melody,” a New Reality, Beginning at Home photographic
representation captures my reflection in a home.

I am thinking of a place and feeling – a photograph in my mind.
April 11, 2020. Seventeen days into our statewide stay at home order following the
outbreak of COVID-19, the global pandemic. Our new reality. My life is very different
today from it was a couple of weeks ago, and it is much different from when I began
taking doctoral courses in 2013. Rolo and I take to the neighborhood for one of our many
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daily walks. Typically, we walk once or twice a day, but during this global pandemic, we
are walking three to five times a day. It is a beautiful Saturday morning. The sun is
glorious and WARM. I have just connected my Bluetooth headphone set to my
cellphone. Pandora, my music station, must know that my arms are reaching out to
absorb the sun’s rays. I laugh when I realize the song that greets me. A full minute of
light, upbeat, synth pop-rock with aboriginal undertones gives way to David Byrne’s
voice, “Home is where I want to be/ Pick me up and turn me round” (Talking Heads,
1983, track 9). I think of all that I have been through in the last few years, and all that I
am currently facing. My experiences told in this inquiry melt into the Talking Heads selfproclaimed love song “This Must Be the Place (Naive Melody)” in its honest and
untraditional nature. Many critics of the song have claimed that it imparts very little hope
in its naïve melody, with its strange, innocent, and playful assortment of percussion
sounds, and non sequitur lyrics. Like the song, my story portrays the concrete lived
experiences of my life – the twists and turns that happened in my life from 2016-2019,
the profound sadness, and hope in my journey. “I'm just an animal looking for a home
and/ Share the same space for a minute or two.” My story describes and analyzes the
feeling of searching for a place and time where I could feel at home in myself, with
others, and in the world. In this space and time, I think a lot of people around the globe
are ruminating on the idea that we are only graced with the life we have and the time we
are granted. “There was a time before we were born/ If someone asks, this is where I'll
be, where I'll be oh!” The song reminds me of what I thought my life was and is today –
all the strange experiences that I thought were unconnected until engrossing in this
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inquiry and journeying down the path of completing a Ph.D. I am reminded to be present
in the moment as my dog stops and smells the new growth of lilacs blooming in the
neighborhood. My only option is living for now and finding a home in myself and the
world around me. “And you love me till my heart stops/ Love me till I'm dead.” There
may be sadness, darkness, and death, but there is also hope, light, and life. I’ll take
Byrne’s words and the upbeat melody, continue my walk, and laugh into this possibility.
A new reality. A beginning at home.
Introduction to Chapter Four
The purpose of Chapter Four is to present the beginning of my story. This is where I
set the stage for my story and offer an understanding of my positionality. As I engaged in
the work of the critic, it was important for me to begin by expressing my values and
beliefs in what is referred to as a critical prologue (Eisner, 2002; Uhrmacher et al., 2017).
After analyzing my data, creating field notes, and engaging in reflection, the themes of
identity and belonging appeared repeatedly. These themes were drawn through
annotations of my data and manifested themselves in my other thematic findings. As I
began to write up my description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics, I noticed that
I was missing a central component of my story. A beginning. I realized that to understand
my story, I needed to create a beginning – a prologue. This section titled Living in la
Frontera/the Borderlands – a Critical Prologue serves as the beginning of my plot. The
name for my beginning, opening photograph, and quote encompass these struggles that I
have had with my identity and belonging before the pregnancy loss, the stress of being a
university teacher, and learning to practice self-care. The quote I selected to accompany
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my photograph is pulled from a book that I read in college and has meaning to me. As
you read the beginning, you will note the themes of identity and belonging. As an
educational critic, I have the responsibility to assess for any educational significance of
my inquiry (Eisner, 2002; Uhrmacher et al., 2017); therefore, I return to the themes from
my critical prologue in Chapters Six and Seven, which presents findings in relation to
literature.
Living in la Frontera/the Borderlands – A Critical Prologue

Borders are set up to define the places that are
safe and unsafe,
to distinguish us from them.
A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along
a steep edge.
A borderland is a vague and undetermined
place created
by the emotional residue of an unnatural
boundary.
It is in a constant state of transition.
The prohibited and forbidden are its
inhabitants.
― Gloria E. Anzaldúa,
Borderlands/LaFrontera:
The New Mestiza (1987, p. 25)
Figure 5: Living in la Frontera/the Borderlands – A Critical Prologue
photographic representation portrays the tight walk of a boundary.
What comes before érase una vez, once upon a time, I think to myself as I am
beginning to piece this whole story together. Sometimes to truly understand a story, we
have to go back – back before the beginning of the story. If I were to begin the storying
of my experiences with particularly high levels of stress as a university and the loss of
two pregnancies in December 2016, I would fail to offer my reader necessary
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contextualization to understand my story. To understand the themes uncovered in my
data and to understand the nuanced and intricate nature of this inquiry, I must journey
back to the storying of my personal identity and feelings of belonging. My story begins
with understanding who I am and where I came from; thus, a critical prologue follows to
illustrate my beliefs, values, and identity as a mechanism to understanding for my reader.
I remember reading Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New
Mestiza when I was taking an ethnic literature course as a sophomore at the University of
Colorado Boulder. CU was a very strange place for me, and I hated it! I was one of the
very few students from Colorado and felt like I should have belonged. Instead, I was
surrounded by wealth and reminders that I did not belong – or at least that is how I felt.
The storying of my identity and feelings of belonging are mirrored in Anzaldúa’s
essays and poems. This poem reminds me of living in a borderland. Identity and feelings
of belonging are intrinsically important to understand my struggles and cannot be
separated. My positionality influences the struggles that I have faced and makes me who
I am. I have always been aware of walking a tight line between the borderlands – the
border where I cannot truly be on one side but must live in both. I live in a strange
borderland as a female and woman, questioning my belonging to this group because of
the cruel reality of my own body. My identity as both Hispanic and White has often made
me feel like I belong to both groups and neither. My identity as a student growing up in
lower socio-economic status has made me feel marginalized. Yet, my education and
position as a university teacher have made me feel privileged. My identity and feelings of
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belonging are rooted in who I am and what I have experienced. They are also important
to understand before storying my experiences with stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care.
I am Woman, Aren’t I?
My struggles with living in a borderland of sex, gender, identity, and belonging began
at a very early age – in utero. My mother had no idea when I was just a fetus in utero that
I would face years of chronic health issues due to kidney dysplasia (a condition causing
the kidneys of a fetus to develop abnormally in the womb). It made me question even
wanting my own children when I grew up because I did not want to pass on my chronic
health issues. She did not know that one potential cause of tubal related infertility in
women develops in utero in their mothers – that perhaps that the fallopian tubes I had
developed as a fetus related to my own biological dysfunction as a woman. I have lived
in a land where I am a female and a woman, but I do not feel like a fully functioning
female or woman. Genetics tells me I female. I have a uterus. I have ovaries. I have
fallopian tubes – well, one now. I have breasts. I menstruate. I have always identified as
female and as a woman, but I often feel like I am an imposter because I cannot naturally
conceive. I have known for a long time that my body might defy my wishes to bring life
into the world naturally. It is an amazing gift females are genetically predisposed to, and
yet it is not my gift. I am a woman, aren’t I? I feel like a woman, but I cannot do the one
thing that pulls you into this tight circle of females around the world – a community – a
motherhood of women – a womanhood. I have struggled with this most of my life, but it
is my reality. Understanding how this factors into my larger story is important to
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understand. You will notice throughout my story themes appearing – themes of identity
and belonging tied to my sex, gender, and biological reality.
A Chic-onky in North Denver: Chicana & Honky. My sex, gender, and biological
reality already marginalize me among healthy women and in a patriarchal society, but the
borderland I tread is vast. I find myself walking an even tighter line when I factor in my
ethnicity and socio-economic status. These struggles are also rooted in my early years.
“You’re Midori’s daughter, don’t you know,” my sister Mandy and my cousin
Michelle tease me as I run away in tears. I run inside crying to my grandma Consuelo,
and she quickly comforts me, “it’s alright hijita,” and just as quickly scolds them.
As a five-year-old, my hair was a short, dark black, pageboy hairstyle with bangs, and
my face was a very pale white. I had small, dark, brown, slanty eyes. I hated my hair
growing up when compared to the long, beautiful, flowing locks my sister and cousin had
– the hair of princesses in my storybooks, TV shows, and movies we would watch. I
found myself teased by my sister and cousin, who would tell me that I was Midori’s
daughter, a woman that my dad had been engaged to when stationed in Japan. My sister
and cousin would tell me lies that my dad brought me to the United States to raise me
because she did not want me. My mom, of course, would say this was not true, but her
words often did little to silence the fears fueling struggles with identity and belonging.
My grandparents’ small North Denver home sat just a few blocks away from the red
and white candy cane towers of the neighborhood oil refinery. Their lives were never one
of wealth. The small dwelling housed my four aunties in one bedroom and three uncles in
another bedroom. “Growing up this way makes you really close to your sisters,” my mom
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tells me. Family is the wealthiest of all possessions; I learn at an early age. My grandpa –
a Navy man, a barber and my grandma – a stay at home mother, met in Trinidad,
Colorado, after WWII and moved to Denver shortly after they married. Both native
Spanish speakers, grew up in rural Colorado, generations of immigrants and miners, often
living paycheck to paycheck.
My experiences growing up in my grandparents’ home is a strange dichotomy of
love, support, and warmth in opposition to the cruel words of my sister and cousin
chasing me around the yard tormenting me and the bright candy cane façade masking
Suncor’s role in creating one of the most polluted ZIP Code’s in the nation. It was a home
that my mother spent most of her life until her marriage to my father. It was a home that I
spent every day during the winter and summer months. It was home that all of my
aunties, uncles, and cousins visited every weekend to share food and be together – a
gathering place for family, of love. Perhaps, sadly it was an unhealthy place at the root of
many of our health conditions. The industrial world outside the house was our
playground, our home. My grandma did not work and watched many of her grandkids
and great-grandkids throughout her life. My cousin Michelle, her younger brother DJ, my
sister, and I spent a large majority of our youth in the home with my grandma. When we
wanted to play outside, she would warn of us the dangers of “big trucks” – the semis that
would march up and down the street while we played in the ditch and looked for
crawdads. She taught me to fear the outside world. The bugs. The sun. The trucks. Maybe
she should have warned us of Suncor oil refinery spewing up to 12.5 tons a year of
cyanide gas over low-income north Denver neighborhoods (“The Denver Post”). She did
126

not know or could do nothing about where they lived. There is no empirical data to link
this neighborhood to our health issues: my grandma’s death of ovarian cancer; and the
reproductive health of my sister, aunties, cousins, and myself. I often think about the
many people who are marginalized because of race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status,
and the communities that we are forced to live in. What other options do we have when
our city is too expensive to live in?
My struggles with identity and belonging began at a very young age. My mom was
the first in her family to marry a White man. My sister and I did not look Hispanic
because of our White father. Our cousins, the product of two Hispanic parents, were
clearly Hispanic looking – something that I wanted badly. Unlike my sister, who looked
like my dad, I had the feeling I did not look like my White father or my Hispanic mother.
I was told I was Asian. I did not belong; I was told.
My sister and cousin were older and easily played upon my insecurity and fears. Was
I my mom’s? My dad did call me little China (Chinese) and Hapa (half Asian). Of
course, this was not true. This fear and insecurity of not looking White enough or not
looking Hispanic enough were always with me. My feelings of not belonging in my
family and community started early. My dad still jokingly calls both my sister and I
Chiconkies (Chicana and Honkey). As I grew, I looked more and more like both my
mom and dad, and I learned that the color of my skin did not have to be a dark brown to
feel Hispanic. I feel like I belong more to the group of Hispanics in the world. My culture
is much more influenced by my ethnicity than my race. I may look White, but I identify
more as Hispanic. Sadly, when I am with Hispanics, some do not see me as Hispanic. I
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am in a strange borderland where I know I am Hispanic. I feel it in the love, warmth, and
community my mom’s big Catholic family offered me. I do not need to look Hispanic to
know that this is part of me, but many others will question it. I know this. For many years
I have questioned my identity and belonging because of it.
From Student to University Teacher – Marginalized and Privileged
My childhood was mostly a happy one, filled with family and love. It was a difficult
one, though, too. My parents divorced when I was 11 years old, leaving me in utter
shock. My dad, a mail carrier, and my mom, an administrative assistant, became more
financially distressed following the divorce. My sister and I were quite aware of these
burdens as children. My dad’s salary now had to cover his rent and living expenses and
supplement my mom’s expenses. It was always clear to me that if I wanted something in
life, I would have to work for it because my parents could probably not give it to me,
even if they wanted to. We saw many friends given material items we knew we would
not get. My mom worked multiple jobs to pay for things like dresses for high school
dances. I started working when I was fourteen. I became a saver. I worked hard and saved
money, ferreting it away for bigger days.
My sister acted out in response to the divorce, and often screaming matches between
her and mom would ensue because she was out all night. I did not want to be another
burden to mom or my dad. I wanted to please my parents because my sister often caused
grief and headaches when she was acting out. I worked hard to be good as a teen. My
mom and dad were working hard, too hard to be burdened by anything else. I wanted to
be the kid with good grades. I thought this would solve many problems. I often found
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myself doing more than I wanted to make others happy. I would find myself feeling
inadequate when I realized that my friends and peers were achieving the same or more
without much effort. I found myself spending two hours before class started and an hour
at lunch every day with my high school Calculus teacher because I did not understand. I
never stopped to wonder why I was taking these classes in the first place. I have never
felt gifted. I work hard to get good grades, and at times, it is difficult for me. However,
there was no need. I did not need to be the person who took Calculus. I knew I needed
financial support to go to college because my family could not afford to pay for my
college. I had thought that my good grades would lead to scholarships. I failed to
understand that the pressure would not bring me any closer to the path I took. The FASA
is not set up to support students in my position. My mother remarried, and my
stepfather’s salary was added to my family’s perceived income. This was unfair because
he did not contribute to my college. He supported my mother and shined a big bright light
on her life and ours, but he did not pay for my college. He helped my mom carry
financial burdens. He helped pay for our house and food. He is a good man. I think of
him as my dad, too. Their marriage, which came in my junior year of high school,
changed our financial reality to the government. Had it just been my mom’s salary, both
my sister and I could have had huge portions of our costs for college covered. Instead, I
worked two and three jobs as I completed my undergraduate degree. I took loans. No
magic grant or scholarship could lessen this burden. If I wanted it, I would have to work
for it. So, I did. This was a decision. I did not have to go to college. Many of my cousins
did not go to college and have financial success and happy lives now. Some people come
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from wealth, and that breeds wealth. I did not grow up this way. I grew up believing that
family was number one, and working hard as a student was second. I learned to work
hard for what I wanted. Sometimes I wonder if it was too much pressure to put on myself.
When I found myself in a faculty line position at RMU, I always had a feeling that I
did not belong. I felt like so few colleagues had similar experiences. I felt like an
imposter teaching at a university that I would have never dreamed of applying to as a
student. My grades were good, but not that good. My job waiting tables would not even
cover a semester in my undergraduate degree. Being a professor there did not quite fit.
When I graduated with a bachelor’s degree, the first in my mom’s family of 56 people, I
was so proud but also felt like an outsider. Then I got my Master’s. I kept distancing
myself further from my reality growing up. Now, I find myself nearing the end of this
doctoral program, and it is strange to think that I will have a Ph.D. I am one of the few
who is privileged in this identity. I am privileged by the education that I have received –
all of it. This has shaped my identity. While it is a wonderful accomplishment, I cannot
help but think about the additional borderland that I am straddling. I am privileged and
marginalized. It is a strange line to walk.
The Beginning is Complete
The experiences in my life have influenced my identity and feelings of belonging.
Living in the borderland is something that has fingered its way into my entire being. I
may not have had a “typical” upbringing and have long struggled with belonging in my
body, in my family, with friends and peers, and in my profession. I see this now as
fundamental to understanding my lived experiences and my story. Now that I have
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presented these themes in my beginning, we may journey through my lived experiences
as a university teacher struggling with high levels of stress, dealing with pregnancy loss,
and learning to practice self-care. In the next section, I present the rising action of the
plotline – my professional and personal struggles.
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Chapter Five
Stranded in a Boat on a Perilous Sea
I must say a word about fear. It is life's only true opponent. Only fear can defeat life. It
is a clever, treacherous adversary, how well I know. It has no decency, respects no law
or convention, shows no mercy. It goes for your weakest spot, which it finds with
unnerving ease. It begins in your mind, always ... so you must fight hard to express it.
You must fight hard to shine the light of words upon it. Because if you don't, if your fear
becomes a wordless darkness that you avoid, perhaps even manage to forget, you open
yourself to further attacks of fear because you never truly fought the opponent who
defeated you. (Martel, Life of Pi, 2001, p. 93)

Figure 6: Three photographs combine to portray Stranded in a Boat on a
Perilous – the idea of being alone on a small boat in vast and unforgiving
emptiness.
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I am imagining a photograph in my mind. I am alone on a tiny boat in the middle of a
dark and merciless sea. I am reminded of one of my favorite books, in which Pi finds
himself alone with Richard Parker, a tiger, on a lifeboat. The ship that they were on has
perished, and everyone has died. Fear and hopelessness pervade the scene. They are alone
in a vast and unforgiving sea. Somehow, Pi manages to survive. Had he not faced his
fears, he would have died. There would have been no way to pick himself from the
devastation. A literary critic might analyze the text to uncover the themes of fear and
disconnection, particularly at this moment in the plot of The Life of Pi. My plot or story,
too, unearthed through my data, reveals a theme of disconnection – both in my
professional and personal life. After completing this dissertation, I understand that we
must give in to our struggles, to the darkness, to our fear, to our falls, to the
disconnection. Only then are we will able to stand up and walk out of them. If we cannot
fight our fear and disconnection, they will defeat us. When we do not lean into this
disconnection, this disconnection fingers its way throughout our whole lives and renders
us helpless to its control. We feel like we are left alone stranded on a boat in a perilous
sea. I turn now to tell this part of my story – the rising action of my story.
Introduction
The larger theme of disconnection, extrapolated from my data, field notes, and
reflections, illustrates the many professional and personal struggles that impacted my life
(Appendix H). I have named five categories of disconnection, and each category speaks
to related sub-themes of disconnection. The first category is The Vanquished, in which
the themes of fear, uncertainty, and inauthenticity are unveiled. The next category, The
133

Violated, demonstrates the themes of giving too much of oneself. The third category, The
Defeated, presents themes associated with pregnancy loss. The next category, The
Broken, illustrates themes related to physical health. The last category presents The
Disquieted: Denial of Death & Yearning to Let Go. The five categories of disconnection
within the rising action are seen in Figure 7.

The Vanquished: Fear, Uncertainty, and Inauthenticity
The Violated: Giving Too Much of Oneself
The Defeated: Pregnancy Loss
The Broken: Physical Health
The Disquieted: Denial of Death & Yearning to Let Go
Figure 7. My Professional & Personal Struggles as the rising action.

I present the categories of my struggles in a chronological storying of my lived
experiences. In Chapter Six, I connect my themes from Research Question One, what
professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university teacher, to
the literature. This allowed me to stop and interpret the struggles that I faced
professionally and personally through bridges to literature and reflections on these
findings. In Chapter Eight, I analyze my findings for any educational significance as an
educational critic (Eisner, 2002; Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Now, I return to my story. I
invite my reader to walk with me in my journey of the professional and personal
struggles I faced in the rising action of my story.
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The Vanquished: Fear, Uncertainty, and Inauthenticity
Oh, the terrible struggle that I have had against sleep so often of late; the pain of the
sleeplessness, or the pain of the fear of sleep, and with such unknown horror as it has
for me! How blessed are some people, whose lives have no fears, no dreads; to whom
sleep is a blessing that comes nightly, and brings nothing but sweet dreams.
― Bram Stoker, Dracula (Stoker, & Luckhurst, 2011, p. 6)

Figure 8. The Vanquished photograph depicts fear, uncertainty, and
inauthenticity lurking around bends and corners in my life
2016. My story – the lived experiences – the struggles.
In our tiny cramped temporary apartment, I bring the third pregnancy test out of the
bathroom and into the bedroom. Jon is sitting on the bed watching TV.
“It says pregnant, but I don’t understand. How can it be positive? I just had my
period?”
I am confused. I took a handful of pregnancy tests about a week ago, and the faint
pink lines indicated a positive result.
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But, I start to bleed. It is that time of the month. I take a test three days into what I
think is my period, and all three days, they read positive. I start to worry. The uncertainty
and fear rise.
The bleeding stops.
Three days in the row, I pee on a stick again. Three days in a row, they are positive
again. I must be pregnant, I think.
December 12, 2016. A urine test and a blood test at the doctor’s office confirm a
positive result. The medical assistant brings me the pregnancy stick in a plastic bag. With
a smile, she says, “Congratulations!” She tells me that I’ll probably want to bring it home
to celebrate. I am excited. I am hopeful.
The doctor comes into the room; he is not my regular doctor, but the only person
available this day. He tells me it’s positive but suspects another miscarriage. He
schedules an ultrasound the next day to check. I leave the doctor’s office uncertain.
Uncertainty and fear rise. Many things are bouncing in my mind as I sit alone in this
dark 610-foot apartment on this cold December afternoon waiting for Jon to get home.
We are stuck in this awful apartment. The contents of our three bedroom, 1,400 square
foot condo with a garage, are now forced into a 610 square foot one-bedroom, one garage
month-to-month rental. The tiny living room is beyond cramped with our sofa, two coffee
tables, TV stand, dining room table and chairs, dining hutch, and a queen-sized bed. I am
frustrated to be in this place.
So much has happened this year. One offer on a house. We are under contract. We
fall out of contract - too many problems with this house. We look again. We are under
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contract, again. We fall out of contract again - too many problems with this house. We
are stuck in this tiny apartment. I feel like Goldilocks searching for a home and finding
nothing that fits.
Fear. Uncertainty. I am pregnant again. Maybe? My husband and I had been given the
new hope that I had previously been misdiagnosed with a septate uterus and could indeed
conceive. We begin trying and make appointments with reproductive specialists.
My life at work is filled with just as much chaos and fear. Months on end, I am
entrenched in collecting evidence and writing reflections to prepare my portfolio for my
reappointment proceedings as an Assistant Teaching Professor. Fall term, my schedule is
crazy. On Mondays, I teach two classes from 1-3 pm. On Tuesdays, I teach three classes
from 1-5 pm. On Wednesdays, I teach two classes from 1-3 pm. On Thursdays, I teach
three classes from 1-5 pm and attend an evening doctoral class from 6:30-9:40 pm, and I
am away from my home for more than nine hours. On Fridays, I am exhausted, but there
are faculty meetings, various committee meetings, and faculty senate meetings. On
Saturdays, I have a four-hour statistics course for my doctoral work – part of my effort to
engage in professional development and make myself more attractive should layoffs
begin in my department. I leave the statistics classroom on many occasions in tears. I
dread leaving the horrible apartment to go to this class. I am in tears and filled with rage
when I get home. I am beyond frustrated. Everyone seems to understand the math, the
logic, but I am flailing. I feel stupid and unable to keep up with the content. By Sundays,
I am fried and beaten down. I spend hours watching junk on TV. I must. I need the pure
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vegetative state that it offers me. Then, I must find time to grade. I need to prepare
lessons for next week. I need to do homework and work on my reappointment portfolio.
The whole year. The media. The airwaves. Words, like shrapnel and bombs, spewing
Fascism 101 – a political rhetoric of hate, uncertainty, fear, and division – leading up to
the presidential election. The vampirism of ugly words and hate vanquish energy and
efforts of love and peace.
March 9. Trump's words hit me hard, “I think Islam hates us. There’s something there
that – there’s a tremendous hatred there. There’s a tremendous hatred. We have to get to
the bottom of it. There’s an unbelievable hatred of us,” (Johanson & Hauslohner, 2017). I
teach so many beautiful Muslims, and while I don’t believe his words, they sting.
March 22. More of the same. Trump hollers out, “We're having problems with the
Muslims, and we're having problems with Muslims coming into the country…whether
we like it or not, I mean, you know, these attacks aren't coming out of — they're not done
by Swedish people” (Johanson & Hauslohner, 2017).
June 14. Again, he espouses an ethos of us verse them – of hate and fear. “Every year
we bring in more than 100,000 lifetime immigrants from the Middle East and many more
from Muslim countries outside of the Middle East. A number of these immigrants have
hostile attitudes” (Johanson & Hauslohner, 2017).
August 18. The division is called out as he scowls, “All applicants for immigration
will be vetted for ties to radical ideology, and we will screen out anyone who doesn't
share our values and love our people” (Johanson & Hauslohner, 2017).
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Despite the rising polarization in the country, much lip service was given to how
complicated things really were in my field following the 2016 presidential election.
Major geographic, political, cultural, spiritual divide in the US and abroad permeated the
airwaves daily, and real actionable events were bearing down on my life. For many other
people against his rhetoric of hate and division, the words were powerful. Still, to
someone whose career was inextricably bound to undergraduate and graduate
international students, I found myself largely impacted by the political rhetoric of the
nation because of rising concerns of safety in the US for individuals of color. Trump's
words were threatening my students and my career almost daily. An uprising of alt-right
groups on campus, daily screaming matches between young Black and White individuals
on trains, and incidences of students of color being publicly harassed became routine.
The uncertainty and fear of the climate in the US and my classrooms were profound. A
lack of real leadership and broken trust continuously added to the stress that I was
undergoing.
An overreliance on tuition from specific countries, regions, and governmentsponsored international students can be dangerous to an institution of higher education
and makes them vulnerable to declining enrollments; in 2016-2018, reports from ICEF
Monitor (2008) indicated a significant decline in international student enrollment in the
US by 35%. While many language programs in the US had closed or laid off educators
due to the decline in enrollment and uncertainty about future enrollments, RMU seemed
to remain unchanged in terms of teaching positions available. However, this did not quell
my fears of uncertainty, layoffs, or a complete collapse in the industry like the aftermaths
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of 9/11 in the US. I often journaled about finding myself without an industry to work in.
Although we seemed to be protected from layoffs and the administration was aware of
the stress that this downward trend had on its faculty and staff, I felt that there was very
little tangibly being done in response. I felt little was done to attend to the greater social
and emotional distress felt by faculty, staff, and students at this time. It was at this time
that it seemed like many in my department were jumping ship – leaving RMU to pursue
alternative endeavors. This would have been an ideal time for courage, authenticity, and
integrity from leadership. Sadly, I feel that this was not the situation. I believe that there
was no leadership, and frankly, there was not even proper management of personnel. The
combination of fear and uncertainty was met with inauthentic responses seemingly felt by
many of my co-workers and my students. Many of my journals at the time speak to this
consistent and coherent picture of my perceptions of the inauthentic responses and lack of
support and lack of leadership that the administration offered during this uncertain time.
Brown (2012) says that we are showing up inauthentically when we are not being real
and not being honest. I believe that the administration at many times was inauthentic in
their responses and their actions. Following is an entry from a writing springboard called
“Captured Moments” from JTTS (Appendix I) in which I wrote about a moment I had
during winter 2017:
[The Muslim ladies] came into the room again today crying. I was sitting at the
desktop station, eating carrots and broccoli. I didn’t have much of an appetite but was
noshing away. She was wearing an absolutely stunning pale peach abaya decorated
with white embroidery or sequins of some type on the sleeves. Her eyes a soft
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hazelnut color, almond shaped like a crescent moon, filled with tears. They wanted to
talk to me. They didn’t want to be in class today. I didn’t either, really. But, I had to
be there. It was my job. It was also not like me to turn away from them at this point.
A point that we were all suffering in together.
From this entry I wrote in July of 2017 during a professional development workshop, it is
clear that I felt like my students needed support, and I was struggling, too. The election of
Trump as president meant a lot to me as a teacher of international students, as a woman,
as a Hispanic, as a class of people who were not wealthy, as a collective of faculty and
staff with similar positions and backgrounds, and as part of a mass of people pushing
back. I found myself among the few who would speak up at faculty meetings about how
we all needed to be supported as faculty and students - that there needed to be space to
share feelings in our classes. While I felt like there was some talk from our administration
to support our students, there was still an overwhelming feeling that there was push back.
Questions were raised in these meetings, “What do we do about assignments and tests?”
To me, this seemed unimportant in the broader scope of things. How could students focus
on tests and assignments when they were feeling physically threatened and social and
emotionally unsupported. This seemed like an inauthentic response. How can students
and faculty live and thrive when they are being asked to push down these emotions, when
we are asked to masked their identities, or when we do not feel safe? It seemed
inauthentic to allow this type of climate to continue. I had students telling me that they
were not going to be in class because they did not feel okay. I was not okay. I truly
believed that we needed support. And, I felt that it did not really come and that we, as
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teachers on our own, had to take matters into our own hands to create support for
ourselves and our students. So, I did. I took time every class to allow at least ten minutes
for students to sit in silence or to share their feelings through writing, or in small groups,
or large groups if they chose to. This was the only way I could lead, even if it was not
being institutionalized as a response to the climate from the administration. This, of
course, was not enough. We need a community of support, I thought. Students and
faculty, I felt, needed to hear this message from more than just a handful of teachers.
Where was the leadership, I questioned? How could uncertainty and fear continue to be
met with this level of inauthenticity? The uncertainty, fear, and inauthenticity fueled my
levels of stress, and I felt like I was being vanquished by it all.
The Violated: Giving Too Much of Oneself
I’m gettin’ tired way past where sleep rests me.
― John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
(2006, p. 256)

Figure 9: Photographic representation of the Violated:
Giving Too Much of Oneself captures a feeling of being
sucked into a vortex of overwork.
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Thomas Merton, an American Catholic theologian, poet, author, and social activist,
warns us that we are committing violence against ourselves when we fail to listen to our
limitations and continue to engage ourselves with the pressure to take on too much. In
Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, Merton says,
There is a pervasive form of contemporary violence to which the idealist most easily
succumbs: activism and overwork. The rush and pressure of modern life are a form,
perhaps the most common form, of its innate violence. To allow ourselves to be
carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns, to surrender to too many
demands, to commit oneself to too many projects, to want to help everyone and
everything is to succumb to violence. The frenzy of our activism neutralizes our work
for peace. It destroys our inner capacity for peace. It destroys the fruitfulness of our
own work because it kills the root of inner wisdom which makes work fruitful.
(Palmer, 2014)
There have been countless times in my life when I have paid more attention to the voices
of societal pressure or the judgment of superiors and peers over my wants, needs, desires,
and inner voice.
The endless thoughts that I was struggling with float into my data: if I do not serve on
this committee…, if I do not attend this meeting…, if I do not attend this workshop…, if I
cannot conceive of a child…, if I cannot be a healthy woman…, if I cannot be a “good”
wife to Jon….
I continue to tell myself that I am not enough. How can I make a living, how can I
keep my job, how can I be more attractive in my annual reviews, and for reappointment
and promotion, how can I stay married when I am denying him the potential to conceive
his own child, and how can I continue to attend to all of these aspects of my role as
faculty and woman without falling prey to this endless activism and overwork that
continues to break me down? I see now clearly that I have often committed violence
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against myself, which carries me further away from my inner wisdom. I have failed to
listen to my voice, my teachings.
February 2020. I find myself in my living room on this bright sunny morning sifting
through piles of scattered folders, loose papers, and binders that are spread out on my
coffee table. I am looking to address my first research question: what professional
struggles were occurring in my life as a university teacher. The 18 inches of snow on the
grass and roads force me to be in the house. We are curled up on the couch. Rolo is
asleep, twitching and jerking. I suspect he is in some happy dreamland. I am again
reviewing my data. The relationship between entries, phrases, and words begin to paint a
cohesive and consistent image in the data. An overwhelming amount of my data, field
notes, and reflections reveal the consistent theme of a university teacher devoting too
much of her time and energy and getting very little meaningfully back. Merton refers to
this as committing violence against ourselves. I think, “How can we attend to our
personal lives or what matters to us personally and professionally when our lives are
filled with necessary obligations and tasks that fail to lift us up or continue to break us
down and violate us at our core?” I was failing to listen to my inner wisdom. I knew I
was doing too much but kept doing too much.
In my JTTS Workbook, evidence of giving too much appears in five of the eighteen
writing techniques like “List of 100” (Appendix J), “Stream of Consciousness,” “Life
Balance (Inventory),” and “Obstacle.” JTTS tells us that writing lists are an excellent way
to write daily, notice, and clarify what may really be happening at the base of an issue.
Repeating myself in my lists is okay and important, I am told.
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June 12, 2017. At the evening workshop, Margery asks us to create a list of 100
things that we need – although, at the workshop, I only come up with 84 things that I
need in the time allotted. She tells us we can use this list as a writing springboard for
daily journaling. I am not currently in the practice of daily journaling at this point, but I
decide to start writing every day, even if I only write one word or one sentence. It will be
like going back to the gym after months or years of not going. I will tell myself, just put
on your clothes and shoes and go. I will drive myself to the neighborhood recreation
center and do something, even if I only commit to ten minutes of stretching my legs and
working on my much-needed balance – at least I will establish a routine. The same will
be true for writing, I think. My list of “84 Things I Need” manifests itself into my first 44
days of daily journaling. I sometimes only journal on one item on my list, and other days
I journal on more (Appendix K). I do not force the writing to come. I am just starting the
journaling habit. I do not want to add just another thing to my plate. I need this to remain
something that does not violate me with more work. My personal counselor has told me
that are therapeutic powers in writing. She suggests writing, but I cannot commit. Maybe
JTTS can be something different from the traditional counseling and therapy that I have
begun. This will be my path in, I think.
Repeatedly in the data, my field notes, and reflections, I see the themes of giving too
much of one’s self and not being lifted up but instead feeling used, violated, and broken
down. This was manifested in a handful of smaller topics: the feeling of being
overworked, used up, disrespected, undervalued and underappreciated, placing tasks and
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objectives above teaching, and placing work above myself or my joy, satisfaction, or
greater meaning-making in life.
In one of my field notes written on February 8, 2020, I write, “While I was in the
shower thinking about the data I reviewed in the morning, it was a positive affirmation
that I was doing too much.” I share this with Jon, and he says, “Wow, you were doing a
lot of committee work.” Yes, indeed, I was doing a LOT of committee work! So much of
the responsibilities of the role of university teacher went beyond teaching and were not
something that filled me with purpose, meaning, or joy. It just seemed like so much
busywork, and so much was not contributing to productivity or positive morale. Meetings
were often held on the Friday afternoon of holiday weekends that easily could have been
communicated in an email. Groups of colleagues had to shift our schedules to show up to
what we were told was an “important” appointment with an administrator only to have it
shortened to a 10-minute meeting because his perceived personal priorities outweighed
our commitment and schedules. Many feelings I see repeatedly appear in my personal
journals that speak to this level of disrespect of our time, commitments, and
responsibilities. It is a violation of our time and energy. As a teacher, these are incredibly
valuable, especially when I was trying to attend to lesson planning, grading, committee
work, faculty meetings, service to the department and university, scholarship, and trying
to have some semblance of a life outside of work. Time is not something that should be
toyed with. It should have been respected.
“It infuriates me that I was expected to be here on time and expected to be at this
meeting, to be on time and prepared, while [unnamed] and [unnamed] were not even
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there.” I voiced this in a personal journal entry in November 2018. This was a week that I
was expected to teach a full schedule of courses. In addition, I was required to attend a
week of morning to evening curriculum planning and review sessions that occurred
biannually in our department. While some teachers were done with teaching for the term,
and this was the only work that they had to commit to, I was one of a handful of teachers
who were still teaching during this week and expected to attend this weekly workshop in
addition to a full teaching load. I always thought this was very unfair, given grading and
lesson planning that was still ongoing. In addition to taking a paid car service or having
Jon drive me to work because I could not drive, I felt no outpouring of empathy,
sympathy, or even basic support from administration for all that I was enduring and still
showing up to these meetings while others who were not teaching that week were not.
More frustratingly, I felt there was no clarity of expectations for the faculty. This
continued general perception of high levels of stress, too much work, burnout, lack of
sense of community and support among faculty was often fueled by feelings of unclear,
nontransparent leadership, and high turnover among faculty and staff. We were seldom
told what was too much, just the right amount of work, and what our expectations were.
A colleague on my reappointment committee in 2016, who was the only person from
an outside department, told me that my portfolio went far beyond any she had seen for an
assistant professor. This affirmed that I was doing much more than my position required
and that it is was laughable that I was going through the process of reappointment instead
of promotion based on the evidence. The truth is I felt threatened in my position because
of the climate of uncertainty, inauthenticity, and fear. I felt this nagging push to go above
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and beyond to prove that I should be there and to be reappointed. Despite the many things
that I did for the department and university, I continued to feel undervalued,
underappreciated, underpaid, and ultimately disrespected in my department. After three
years in my position as an Assistant Teaching Professor, new faculty were hired at
virtually the same salary (a $200 difference). This seemed like a complete slap in the face
for all the work and time that I put in. I continued to do more than necessary and more
than many others in my department. I wore several hats for the department and university
even after reappointment, but I was not compensated and continued to feel a lack of
acknowledgment for my contributions and service. Many people outside my department
expressed gratitude for my work at the university and in my department. I seldom felt this
gratitude from my administration.
Many times in my fifteen years of teaching, I have found myself in situations that go
beyond where I would go if I had the choice. Places that violate my core because I am
asked to silence meaning and purpose. I am pushed further away from the beauty of
teaching because of the baskets of tasks that must be accomplished because the
administration has to pawn them off on someone. I have believed for a long time that
testing and teaching to the test, for example, is not something that feels good to me or
that I think at my core helps learners. For me, teaching is more than just teaching content
or academic preparedness and career readiness. While this certainly can be important,
there is so much more we could do to support our students. Many of the students I have
worked with have been teenagers struggling to learn about themselves and the world,
trying to find a path and searching for meaning in their lives and the world. As a teacher
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in higher education, I do not feel like I have been charged to support them in this journey.
Instead, I am asked to “toe the line” – teach students how to take tests, teach them how to
get into graduate school, or asked to push a curriculum that I do not believe to be
supportive of students or one that I know through my expertise is ineffective at its core. I
am asked to complete tasks that should not be pawned off on teachers because the
administration does not have the time, does not have enough personnel, or chooses to
misallocate these tasks. Many times, I felt that trying to identify solutions to address such
issues was often met with more problems and pushback. “Just toe the line,” we are told.
Tell a student that a 70 is a good a grade, but that a 69 is failing to meet requirements.
Tells students to focus on grades so much that they are failing to internalize the important
feedback that comes with the grade. Tell students that tests matter more than projects and
real-word applications of learning with heavily weighted tests and quizzes in the
curriculum. Tell students that “good” assessment is quizzes, tests, and exams. Forget all
of the learnings and empirical evidence of the doctoral courses that I have been taking
since 2013. “Just push that to the side,” they say. They silence our truth at the core. The
put us at higher risk of feeling used up and overworked with all the extras they tack on
top of teaching and professional development to be better teachers. All the while, they are
greatly putting our students at risk because we are asked to do too much as teachers. For
example, I know a contemplative education centered in holistic support, filled with
meditative moments, allows us to be open to receive learning. In this type of setting, we
could focus on the importance of caring, compassion, warmth, love, and empathy for
ourselves and with others (Weaver & Wilding, 2013). We do not have time to improve
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our classrooms as much as we want when we are pushing their agendas and creating
stressed realities because of being overworked, undervalued, and disrespected. Silencing
our inner teachers and what we know is better and right becomes harder when this is your
culture at work. We are violated repeatedly. As I became more self-aware, I knew that I
did not want to do it anymore. I could not do it anymore. I needed to be in space where
there was hope. Conforming was no longer a possibility. I see this creeping around in my
data. I needed to believe in the curriculum that I taught and needed to believe that we had
effective leadership or any leadership at all. Without it, I felt like I could not teach the
way I knew would bring greater meaning and purpose to my students, the world, and
myself. It cannot always just be activism and overwork.
My data analysis illuminates the need to fight back against the violence. Continuing
to allow myself to be overworked, stressed, and underappreciated was no longer
something that I could do. I see now that I allowed it because I was getting a Ph.D. out of
it. As soon as I was close to accomplishing this, it was time to move on. I knew I needed
to remove myself from the violence I was committing against myself as soon as I could.
December 7, 2017. Today is my first peer-learning circle with my Academy for
Leaders group. The purpose of these calls, which happen monthly for six months, is to
bring a question/action/issue to the circle of peers on a phone call to reveal further
intentions for learning. Today, I am looking for some open and honest questions but
mostly resource sharing. I am wondering if I should pursue the Ed.D. or should change to
the Ph.D. It is becoming clear that I want to move on from my department at work. I am
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wondering about potential avenues that would be best or most fruitful in terms of time
and opportunities. I need to get myself out of this violence at work.
After the call, I find myself reflecting on the learnings (Appendix L). I note that I
should “listen to [myself], not what [I] should be or should do” and a record a question
from the group, “What happens if a job isn’t the result of either degree? Then which one
would you choose?” I continue to journal on these learnings throughout the week. I am
leaning towards the Ed.D. simply because it is my quickest escape. It might allow me to
move on from the violation occurring at work. I will have my degree sooner and can
move on. Maybe it will help me reach peace. Perhaps it will prevent me from
extinguishing the fertility of my inner work, I think. Doing too much indeed is causing
violence, and the feeling of wanting to release myself from the grips of this violence is a
reminder today of how grateful I am to have been able to use my tuition benefit to propel
myself out the violence. I see now when rereading all my data, field notes, and reflections
that I am where I need to be right now. I am out of this violent arena. It was hard to leave
a job that I had for ten years, but it was too much. Maybe if it had just been this violent
arena and not all the other chaos in my life, I could have persisted. But, staying made
many other struggles plague me all at once.
In my work life, I allowed myself to worry too much about doing work for the
department and university, and that took precedence over anything else that might have
brought me closer to greater meaning and purpose in my life. Perhaps if I could have
prioritized what was meaningful, purposeful, and joyful at work, I would have been more
at peace with all the tasks on top of the expectations of teaching. Perhaps I could have
151

ignored the ineffective leadership and their inauthenticity. Maybe I could have better
supported my students when they were faced with fear and uncertainty in their lives.
Good leadership could have set a precedence for positivity and change. Instead, I
regretted having to do the work. I disdained the administration. I could not be the teacher
I wanted and needed to be in the classroom as often. I needed the strength to be engaged
with life, tasks, and experiences in a more meaningful and joyous way. By allowing
myself to feel overworked, overburdened, underappreciated, violated, and stressed out at
work, I felt inauthentic and like a fraud. I continued to feel like I was wasting time and
energy on tasks that were not meaningful or purposeful. I felt disconnected from my
work because of the drive to sell myself to administration. I felt sold, used, and
unsupported. This left me disconnected from my higher purpose in my professional life,
my calling to teach. The further away from teaching, the further away I found myself
from my identity as a teacher. No wonder all of this left me feeling the need to get out of
the job. I needed to learn how to set boundaries and stick to them. I needed to act
authentically and courageously. I needed to learn to say no and not feel guilty, and this
could bring healing. I needed to care less about little insignificant things at work and
things that were not in my control. Living within the violation left me utterly
disconnected to greater meaning and purpose in life and prevented me from being as fully
present as possible.
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The Defeated: Pregnancy Loss

Like the pain of a bad wound, the effect
of a deep shock takes some while to be
felt. When a child is told, for the first
time in his life, that a person he has
known is dead, although he does not
disbelieve it, he may well fail to
comprehend it and later ask-perhaps
more than once-where the dead person is
and when he is coming back.
― Richard Adams,
Watership Down (1972. P. 229)

Figure 10: Two photographs combine to illustrate the feelings of defeat brought
on by pregnancy loss.
June 12, 2017. Sitting in an open living room in a side chair holding a round pillow. I
am with four of my colleagues, and we are engaged in our journaling workshop this
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evening. We are told to write a dialogue with anyone or anything. I write a dialogue, a
written conversation, between my ectopic pregnancy and me. (Appendix M)
Me: What happened?
EP: I don’t know.
Me: How can you not know? You have to know!
EP: Why?
Me: Because, you’re the one who went wrong.
EP: Me!?
Me: Yes! You!
EP: I don’t think so. It wasn’t my fault.
Me: Well, whose was it then?
EP: Maybe it wasn’t anyone’s fault.
Me: I don’t believe you. There has to be a reason it happened.
EP: Why?
Me: Because.
EP: But, what if it wasn’t. What then?
Me: I don’t know.
EP: Why does it matter? It happened. It’s done.
Me: But, it’s not done. I’m scared it’ll happen again. I’m scared there is no hope – no
chance of normal.
EP: Are you too afraid to try again?
Me: No.
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EP: Then try again. What do you have to lose?
Me: I can’t handle loosing again. I can’t bear it.
EP: How do you know?
Me: I don’t. But, I can’t imagine that I can.
EP: Maybe you’re stronger than you think. Give yourself some credit.
Me: I’m never capable of that. You know this. Maybe it was supposed to happen.
EP: What’s done is done. Move on. Let it go.
Me: How? I want it so bad. It makes me bleed inside. I brought this.
EP: You don’t know that for sure. No one knows why it happened.
Me: It’s my fault.
EP: Let it go.
Me: I can’t.
EP: Only you can let go and move forward. I love you and would’ve loved you more
still. You’ll be a good mom. Even it is not ours.
Me: (tears in my eyes) I need to take a break. Can we talk again soon?
EP: You bet.
Just typing these words brings me to tears, and I recall sharing this dialogue with the
women at the workshop. I was crying then too when I shared it. This dialogue, truly my
inner dialogue, reveals shock, a search for meaning from the loss, the inadequacies I felt
as a woman, the loss of potential future hope, and grief and mourning. Today, I focus less
on trying to figure out why it happened but am still heartbroken that it happened in the
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first place. It is sad that I had to experience this, I think, as I read this back. I still hold
that with me and suspect I always will.
Feelings of psychological and physical loss appear consistently in my data. The most
prevalent struggle, repeatedly appearing in my data, was my pregnancy loss, and all that
followed in my life because of the loss. Evidence of this can be found frequently in my
data. My data highlights three areas of the pregnancy loss experience: pain and the search
for understanding the loss; the feeling of utterly being defeated – the despair, depression,
being stuck in grief; and pain and coming to terms with the loss. Recurrently and
consistently, this struggle appears in my data, and I hear my voice echoing the loss and
the psychological and physical conditions that accompanied the loss. On separate
occasions I say, “I am looking for transformative healing,” “I am lonely and need
community,” “I want more happiness even in small forms,” “I want to feel self-love and
feel the love of others,” “I’m so tired of being alone,” and “What a crazy paradox that we
must experience pain to release pain.”
June 23, 2017. I sit in a large crowded room on the last day of the Institute for
Creative Teaching. We are tasked with a final sharing of our learnings. I feel the anxiety
and panic rise as my number draws closer. A vomitus feeling in my pit is rising to a
metallic taste in my mouth. Leigh, a friend who is a colleague, is sitting next to me. She
is silently giving me gestures to try to calm and support me. She is fully aware of my
experiences. She knows my nervousness and apprehension. My number is called, and I
must go up in front of this crowd and artistically present my learnings. I share with the
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crowd that I am currently feeling an overwhelming sense of stress and anxiety. I take a
deep breath and push the heavy stream of air from my lungs out through my mouth.
Broken
Synergist strength fluttering through space and time
Yet more delicate than finest paper
The most basic raindrop from above renders me…
flightless
Renders me…
helpless
to the crushing
landscape of my world
How do I fly with torn wing?
The combination of the loss, my broken foot, and a burdensome medical boot force me to
sit in a chair in front of the many faces. I am broken and trapped. I feel utterly defeated
but somehow find the strength to push through.
The poem (Appendix N) was part of a creative printmaking exercise in which I made
a series of butterflies joined together in a bound journal that would offer me space to
reflect on my metamorphosis, like that of a butterfly. I chose butterflies amongst the
various other shapes offered that day at the institute because of the transformative
representation and a reminder of my grandma, who loved butterflies. I hoped I could
voice my grief and loss through creative reflection, and that this would lead me to find
peace and repair my torn wing. “Just as the chrysalis sluffs off her dead cells, I am
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hopeful that time and space combined with self-love will mend my world enjoy to
journey to a butterfly once again,” I write in the journal. “Here’s to the journey to flight
away from darkness & despair,” I encourage myself.
May 3, 2018. The first day of my second retreat at the Academy of Leaders. We are
reading the poem “Let me be beautiful like sea glass” by Gwynn O’Gara. The poem rips
me at the core, takes me to strange places, where I am a child. We are collecting sea glass
on the shore of the San Francisco Bay while visiting grandma Mary Jo. I am rubbing an
emerald green piece of sea glass between my thumb and index finger when I spot a bright
orange, spongy starfish in the shallows. I am pulled away to the brightness. I can’t let it
go. My dad won’t let me take it; he tells me, “It will die.” I keep holding it in my hands. I
don’t want to let it go, but I have to, or it will die. I release it in the water but take the sea
glass as a memory. I let go and am kind to the brightness and beauty of that life.
Then the poem swings me around to the moment when I peel back one of the
bandages for the first time after my surgery from the ectopic pregnancy. The scar is a
raised, deep blackish blue, but it is not big. My smooth fingertip traces the line. I exhale
and cry. I am reminded that it is gone, and even if the scar fades, it will always be with
me. The loss. The surgery. The pain. My belly looks different, even today - three small
whitish scars on an abdomen that never stretched to hold this pregnancy. I am different
today. My pain is my beauty now in the white brightness of fading scars on my skin.
Let me prove that beauty is born when something breaks.
Let my edges that cut be stroked by sand and salt
Let my slick surfaces coarsen till it’s crushed to bits
Let my colors soften as they scrape the bottom
Let the waves love me in their rough way
Let me be changed by that love
158

Let me not forget I held another
yet fully inhabit my particularity
Let me be smoothed enough to be rubbed by small fingers
and slipped inside a pocket or bowl
Let me prove that beauty is born when something breaks
― Gwynn O’Gara (Jamahl Dunkle, 2016)
In my journal response to the poem on that day (Appendix O), I write in response to the
question of how have I been smoothed, polished, made beautiful?
I think for me, I came into the experience [the journey of professional development
and holistic support] with so many jagged pieces tearing & cutting me on the outside
& within. The world (natural, physical, & emotional) has shifted since November
[date of the first retreat]. The waves are one. I love me in so many ways. I loved the
jagged cutting because it’s all I could do to become one smooth piece again. I do see
beauty in my broken self. But, I cannot & will not forget where I was and how that
was beautiful & me in that moment of pain, death, and loss. I need to trust the waves
(the world around me) to help turn and reshape my inner experience. “Beauty is born
when something breaks” but beauty was there in the sharp painful place I hold in my
hands.
May 2018 was a turning point in my journey to health from this struggle. I see entries
illuminate this change. More and more, I begin to accept the loss. It happened. I cannot
control or change what happened, but I am beginning to challenge myself to feel the pain
and loss but also be okay with the new me - the person who will forever be different
because of it.
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The Broken: Physical Health

"It's a dangerous business, Frodo, going
out of your door," he used to say. "You step
into the Road, and if you don't keep your
feet, there is no knowing where you might
be swept off to.”
― J.R.R. Tolkien,
The Lord of the Rings (1967, p. 87)

Figure 11: Two photographs capture the idea of being swept off my feet.

November 3, 2017. It’s been an exhaustingly long day of courage and renewal work
at the second Academy for Leaders retreat. We have just eaten dinner and been asked to
come back together to reflect on our idea of sanctuary. One of the questions we write on
is, “What gets in the way of having sanctuary time for you? What happens when you
don’t have this time?” This question is immediately met with my response, “My health.”
My first memories of my reality with my physical health come from a Kaiser Hospital
room. My cousins, Michelle and DJ, sit, playing idly with my sister Mandy. I fidget in
my chair, feet dangling. I am five. My dad is in his blue postal uniform, and its late
afternoon. A woman approaches and calls out my name. I scream out and clutch the sides
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of the chair. My dad pulls me from my chair, my arms reaching back. My cousins and
sister freeze as they look up at me, screaming. I know the drill and am rightfully scared.
The exam room. Bright lights. I sit quiet and still on the examination chair, feet
dangling. I am five. Adults chatter about in white lab coats. I don’t know what they’re
saying. A giant-sized needle appears in his hand. I know the drill and am scared.
A dark, cold room. I am laying down in a medical gown, legs spread apart on a metal
exam table. Alone. Shivering. I am not sure why I have to be here but know the routine.
These early memories in my life of my struggles with chronic health issues are
forever a part of me. I was born with kidney dysplasia – one of my kidneys did not
develop correctly in utero. Weekly I found myself in some Kaiser Exam room with
catheters, a barrage of constant needles, X-rays, and other diagnostic tests. I have become
too familiar with hospitals. As I child, I was very familiar with the effects of my health
and the importance of my physical health.
At 23 or 24, I am not surprised when I find myself routinely again in exam rooms
because of my constant abdominal and pelvic pain. “Endometriosis,” I am told, in
combination with already previously diagnosed chronic condition called interstitial
cystitis, which causes mild to severe bladder pressure, bladder pain, and pelvic pain. I am
told the only way to officially diagnosis endometriosis is through a painful and possibly
damaging exploratory surgery. Both conditions are more commonly treated and managed
than officially diagnosed. Fresh out of college, the doctor asks me, “Are you planning to
have children?” It is a question that I have considered before but often had said no
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because I have not wanted to fate some child with my chronic health conditions. The
doctor tells me that this is probably good.
In my 30s, I yet again find myself in a Kaiser Exam room. Again, with chronic
abdominal and pelvic pain. A CT scan unable to determine reasons for my pain and GI
issues determines a completely unrelated phenomenon – a septate uterus. My uterus, I am
told, is malformed - a result of developmental issues in utero. A large septum or
membrane divides my uterus into two halves. I am told miscarriage is very likely, and I
have less than 20% chance of healthy full-term pregnancies. I accept this as a reality and
do not try to have a biological child.
Nearing 40, I am told I have been misdiagnosed with a septate uterus. I suffer two
pregnancy losses in three months and the loss of my fallopian tube. I find myself gaining
weight because of a broken foot and my depression. It was at this point when I was
deeply alone and stranded in a perilous sea that I felt the unhealthiest I have ever been.
My health got in the way of many aspects of my life during this challenging period of
my life. Much of my lived experiences centered on my physical health. Not only was my
emotional health strangling me, but my compromised physical state was also a consistent
struggle and was compounding the other struggles I was facing.
I see three major areas in my struggle of physical health: surgery and physical
conditions, sleep and rest, and numbing with unhealthy foods.
To understand my struggle with physical conditions and surgeries, I offer a storyline
based on my medical notes from October 2016 to August 2019. Two surgeries occurred
in this period – emergency surgery for my ectopic pregnancy and surgery to repair a
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broken toe joint. In addition to these surgeries, more than 50 medical appointments are
noted. These appointments were as benign as visits for upper respiratory infections to a
more serious MRI scan of my brain because of complications from anesthesia. What
follows is a storying of these appointments.
October 12, 2016. An office visit with my OB-GYN confirms my fears that I have
suffered a miscarriage.
October 19, 2016. A radiology appointment confirms I have been misdiagnosed with
a septate uterus - the transvaginal ultrasound and sonogram see no evidence of
malformed uterus. A shift in my identity as a potential mother occurs. Maybe I can have
my own child.
December 12, 2016. At-home pregnancy tests are confirmed with urine and blood
samples at an office visit. The doctor is concerned with bleeding - suspects miscarriage.
An ultrasound is scheduled for the following day. More fear and uncertainty rise.
December 13, 2016. Scheduled ultrasound. I worry I miscarried when the Tech stops
the ultrasound and leaves the room for 15 minutes. She returns and tells me she has
spoken with the OB-GYN. Proceed immediately next door. Fear and uncertainty again.
December 13, 2016. Office visit with the OB-GYN. The doctor tells me that the
pregnancy is ectopic. There are two treatments to terminate the pregnancy: drugs or
surgery. I choose drugs per recommendation. She prescribes two injections of
methotrexate for the treatment of ectopic pregnancy. I need to have follow-up blood
draws to test my bHCG levels on day 4: Friday 12/16/16 and day 7: Monday 12/19/16.
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Then I will have blood drawn every week until the level has normalized, suggesting the
pregnancy is reabsorbing and is no longer a threat. Fear, uncertainty, shock filter in.
December 15, 2016. A scheduled appointment with reproductive medicine advises
resuming fertility diagnostics following successful termination of ectopic pregnancy.
December 16, 2016. Morning. A follow-up appointment with the OB-GYN tests
bHCG levels to ensure numbers are decreasing. Numbers instead indicate growth in the
pregnancy. Fear and uncertainty again.
December 16, 2016. Evening. My medical team advises me over the phone to seek
emergency care, given the level of pain I am experiencing. Ultrasound and Doppler
images indicate no growth of ectopic pregnancy. I am sent home and urged to call or go
to the emergency room if the pain increases, as this could indicate a rupture. When will
the fear and uncertainty end?
December 19, 2016. A follow-up appointment with the OB-GYN test bHCG levels;
numbers seem to indicate no new growth. This is good. Some positive news.
December 26, 2016. My medical team advises me over the phone to seek emergency
care, given my level of pain. Ultrasound and Doppler images indicate growth of the
ectopic pregnancy. Growth almost doubles in size: 21 mm diameter up from 11 mm
previously. There is no free fluid to suggest rupture. Growth is indicated in bHCG levels.
I am sent home but urged to call my team or go to the emergency room if the pain
increases as this could be a rupture. Fear and uncertainty return.
December 28, 2016. My medical team advises me over the phone to seek emergency
care, given my level of pain. An emergency visit indicates the growth of the pregnancy.
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My doctor recommends surgery to remove the ectopic pregnancy. The surgeon performs
a laparoscopy with unilateral salpingectomy for the ectopic pregnancy. The pregnancy is
removed. They must remove my right fallopian tube, too, because the pregnancy had
grown much larger than the Ultrasound and Doppler had indicated. An imminent rupture
was likely at any moment. An outpatient procedure turns into an overnight stay because
of my poor response to anesthesia and pain. I am released to go home on the evening of
December 29. Loss of potential future and hope. Loss of my reproductive track and
identity as a woman. Pain – physical and mental. Devastation – the grief. I am broken.
January 13, 2017. I return for my post-op appointment following the laparoscopy with
unilateral salpingectomy for the ectopic pregnancy. The doctor records that I am finally
starting to feel better. Sleep continues to be a struggle as I am starting to grieve the
pregnancy loss more. I hope to go back to work next week but am a little worried about
traveling by train alone and carrying a heavy laptop. I continue to have some pain,
especially at the belly button, but it is slowly improving.
April 5, 2017. I visit a foot and ankle specialist with complaints of pain in my right
foot caused by a Chinese foot massage I had in June 2016, in which the masseuse pulled
my right big toe, and I felt a pop. The next day, I started having pain, so I went to my
primary care physician that week who told me it was likely not a break and to wear firm,
closed-toe shoes. I felt okay when wearing closed-toe shoes throughout the winter
months. Last week, on vacation to California, a long walk on the beach confirmed that
something was not right.
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We went walking last night. What started as a pleasant walk at dusk, turned into
sharp, throbbing, and unforgiving pain. Thankfully, the forty-five-minute walk put us
in the center of town. Jokingly I told Jon, “You’re going to have to carry me back.
I’m not going to make it back.” We had to hail a cab just for the short distance back. I
couldn’t walk. I can’t even enjoy a long walk on the beach at dusk with my husband.
I feel like an 85-year-old woman. I am beyond frustrated. Jon is supportive and
laughs a lot. He is happy to take trips to the ice machine down the hall to fill the
bucket, so I can rest my foot on the ice, even though it does little to help the pain.
I tell the doctor that the pain is always there, just in varying degrees. Sometimes it
swells when I use it too much. I hesitate about putting pressure on it. The pain is like
a tightness that is usually dull and achy. Walking makes it worse, more intense.
Sometimes walking sends sharp shooting pains through the whole foot. I continue to
take Ibuprofen. Ice and heat do not usually offer too much help. Tighter shoes offer
more help. Following the surgery in December for the ectopic pregnancy, I was not
allowed to do any exercise, not even much walking. When I started walking again
after the recommended six weeks of recovery time, this is when I noticed my foot was
still bothering me.
The X-Rays do not show obvious fractures, but two areas show extra bone growth
because the toe cannot bend up at the joint. It appears to be jamming, and possibly these
areas had been fractured off or irritated. The doctor recommends an MRI to evaluate the
soft tissues and the joint further. Uncertainty and pain. A new physical ailment.
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April 11, 2017. The MRI reveals an avulsion fracture at the great toe MTP joint at the
level of the proximal phalanx base the big toe joint, and bone marrow edema in the first
intermetatarsal space is most consistent with bursitis. The plan is to treat this with a
walking boot for a minimum of four to six weeks. The doctor tells me it may take longer
because it has been long since the break. I am frustrated because it was broken all along
and could have healed already if the doctor took my concerns more seriously initially.
June 5, 2017. A follow-up visit confirms that the bone portion that has been fractured
off is resorbing. The doctor recommends physical therapy since the foot is not
significantly better. An X-Ray will follow at the next visit or sooner if problems persist.
June 21, 2017. June 27, 2017. July 12, 2017. July 18, 2017. July 27, 2017. August 16,
2017. Physical Therapy. The therapist tries to help the broken foot gain flexibility and
strength. We try to reduce swelling.
August 17, 2018. X-Rays of foot confirm deformity along the dorsal aspect of the
first proximal phalanx base with triangular ossicle and possible avulsion fragment about
the first metatarsophalangeal joint, more prominent. Irregularity deformity and possible
slight fragments along the lateral and medial margins of the proximal phalanx base again
seen, similar or slightly more prominent. Acute, chronic injury and new avulsion could be
possible. Clinical correlation and follow-up would be helpful. I am frustrated. Not
walking normally is eating away at any normalcy in getting back to being active.
August 27, 2018. A new consult with an orthopedic surgeon and radiographs
demonstrate a dorsal bony fragment on the dorsal aspect of the first proximal phalanx
base as well as also osteophyte formation on the dorsal aspect of the first metatarsal head
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A spectrum of conservative and surgical treatment options are discussed: NSAIDs,
orthotics, stiff soled-shoes, or right first MTP arthroscopy/debridement with cheilectomy.
The doctor recommends surgical repair, which is scheduled for October. I have hope.
Maybe it will all be okay, and I will soon be on the road to recovery.
September 25, 2018. An office visit for dizziness confirms suspected benign
paroxysmal positional vertigo of the left ear.
October 16, 2018. An office appointment for cold symptoms going on three weeks
suspects viral upper respiratory infection.
October 31, 2018. Scheduled surgery. Right hallux MTP arthroscopy with extensive
debridement. Curettage, debridement, and microfracture of osteochondral lesion of the
metatarsal head. Right hallux dorsal cheilectomy for correction of hallux rigidus. Patient
released in a walking boot. It is not recommended to put any pressure on the foot. Doctor
recommends elevation, NSAIDs, and ice therapy machine. I am frustrated because my
foot is worse than the imaging has suggested. I have no cartridge in my toe joint. There is
a possibility I will need surgery in the future. I leave with some hope that walking will
return soon and will feel better with the surgery “cleaning” up many fragments of bones.
November 12, 2018. A post-op visit confirms positive recovery. Sutures are removed.
The doctor recommends a gentle range of motion of the great toe. I may begin weightbearing as tolerated in a walking boot. A new two-inch ace wrap is provided to wear for
compression. It is advised to refrain from any high impact activities or loading of the
great toe. Follow-up is scheduled for four weeks. I’m excited to put pressure on my foot
and potentially be out of the knee scooter. My ability to do almost everything is limited.
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November 27, 2018. An office visit for dizziness, numbness of the tongue, and
decrease in taste. The doctor records that history does sound like BPPV (benign
paroxysmal positional vertigo). I am referred to an ENT physician. I am frustrated.
December 6, 2018. An office visit with an ENT suggests treatment for a neuropathic
issue. A recommend trial of alpha-lipoic acid and Gabapentin are suggested. A follow-up
appointment is scheduled for two months. I am frustrated.
December 10, 2018. A six-week surgical follow-up appointment notes continued mild
tingling in the bottom of my foot. A good portion of my range of motion without pain is
noted. Transition out of the boot into a nice supportive tennis shoe is recommended.
Walking around barefoot around the house is encouraged. Range of motion exercises
could be more aggressive going forward to get the rest of my motion back. A referral to
physical therapy is ordered to work on the range of motion, as well as a hip flexor issue I
have dealing with before surgery. The numbness and tingling on the bottom of my foot,
as well as my tongue numbness, appear to be potential anesthetic complications. A note is
forwarded to the head anesthesiologist from the surgery. A twelve-week follow-up is
scheduled. I feel like I can finally break out of the prison that I have been in because of
the boot. I can wear normal shoes. I am given permission to walk.
January 8, 2019. A follow-up appointment at the ENT suggests the trial of
Gabapentin and alpha-lipoic acid had no effects on tongue numbness, tingling, and the
pins and needles sensation in my tongue. The neuro exam is normal. Slight left ptosis is
observed. Imaging of my brain is suggested to be cautious, with thin cuts through the
brainstem to ensure no central cause. I am nervous and uncertainty rises.
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January 29, 2019. A 12-week post-op appointment notes I am recovering well. I
continue a Home Exercise Program (HEP) and scar massage. On a recent work trip, I
walked about six miles in one day without issues. I report soreness with an aggressive,
passive range of motion. Great range of motion of hallux MTP joint without pain or
crepitus is noted. Any soreness is likely related to the newly formed cartilage layer from
the microfracture procedure during surgery. I am advised to continue with
accommodative shoes, range of motion, topical anti-inflammatories, and daily HEP. The
doctor recommends holding off on any impact activities that would force the toe in end
ranges of motion in a repetitive nature like trail running uphill. I am told I may run on flat
ground as tolerated and gradually increase activities as tolerated. A follow-up is
scheduled for six to eight weeks. I feel so much better. I am walking normally. I can bend
my toes and flex my feet. I can start returning back to life.
April 15, 2019. A post-op appointment reports worsening symptoms since my last
visit. I had felt a great range of movement at the last appointment, but I felt like I took the
range of motion exercises too far that day. I may have dislodged the blood clot that was
meant to be ‘new’ cartilage. Ever since that appointment, I have felt like I did before
surgery. I discontinued my range of motion exercises and daily activities, as this has been
causing pain along the top of the toe. I am unable to go up on my toes due to pain, and
walking again causes pain. I continue to use my Voltaren gel multiple times a day. Pain is
observed at end ranges of dorsiflexion. Physical therapy is suggested to work on manual
massage, range of motion, and swelling reduction techniques. Orthotics with
accommodative shoes to help offload my great toe and provide some stiffness is
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suggested. A follow-up is scheduled for six weeks. I am beyond angry and frustrated. I
am again trapped by this limitation.
May 7, 2019. May 14, 2019. May 28, 2019. June 6, 2019. June 12, 2019. June 17,
2019. June 19, 2019. June 24, 2019. Physical Therapy. I feel better each session, but
progress is very slow, I am told. We work a lot on reducing scar tissue and inflammation.
We work on trying to reduce shins splints caused by relearning to walk.
June 25, 2019. Eight-month follow-up appointment. Minimal improvement is noted
in the past six weeks. My pain continues to be a two out of 10. Physical therapy is
somewhat helpful. Voltaren gel daily is helpful. Pain is most bothersome with activities. I
can function reasonably well but am limited in my recreational activities. Overall, things
are slowly improving since surgery, but we are not yet where we need to be, according to
the surgeon. The doctor discusses a corticosteroid injection to help reduce inflammation
and scarring. Waiting on this is reasonable. Continue stiff soled-shoes, physical therapy,
and topical anti-inflammatory medications.
June 26, 2019. July 1, 2019. July 16, 2019. July 24, 2019. July 31, 2019. August 7,
2019. August 12, 2019. Physical Therapy. More sessions to reduce inflammation,
increase flexibility and strength. Many sessions include working on reducing shin splints.
I am becoming more active and walking more. With this comes more pain in other parts
of my body because I have been limited for so long. It is a long road.
February 28, 2020. It has been six months since I have had physical therapy for my
big toe joint. I have not returned to the doctor for a follow-up because most days, the pain
is not bad. On other days, correctly engaging my toes to push off is a reminder that I have
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no cartilage left in my toe joint. It is still often swollen, but I seldom ice it, and I do not
use topical NSAIDs. I hesitate to schedule another appointment because unless I undergo
another surgery, I will never have any form of cartilage. I am not sure it is worth it right
now. I do wonder if it will ever be less painful, or this is just my new baseline.
This storyline, based on data pulled from my medical notes, paints a picture of how
much my physical health was affecting my life. I believe that physical health is the most
critical aspect of my health and often found it quite difficult to meet additional challenges
in life when I was consistently dealing with some form of health condition. It prevented
me from engaging in regular exercise routines and recreational activities. Surgery for the
ectopic pregnancy left me out of commission for six weeks, and I have been struggling
with my broken foot for years. It has not been an easy road for me physically. Jon and I
avoided going to the mountains for an entire summer because I could not walk for a
couple of blocks. I was raised hiking, camping, shooting archery, playing in the rivers. I
love Colorado and all it represents as a playground. It was hard not to play outside. I tried
several different types of activities that might help to bring back some semblance of
physical health, including exercise classes at my local recreation center made for senior
citizens with zero impact. We bought a cheap rowing machine, so I did not have to walk.
We bought a kiddie pool to soak my foot in so I could join Jon outside in the summer,
watching him garden from the sideline. It was not until we adopted our puppy Rolo in
January 2018 that I was forced to engage in exercise consistently. Our walks were short
when he was young and learning to walk on a lease, which was perfect for me because I
was relearning to walk after nearly three years of struggling with a broken foot. My hips
172

were out of alignment, and my thighs and calves were locked up. I had massive shin
splints on both legs because I had to learn to change my gait and walk correctly instead of
avoiding putting pressure on my big toe. I had no balance or core strength. Our walks
became perfect for me because his pausing to sniff gave me time to complete at-home
physical therapy exercises. I am sure I looked silly at the park balancing back and forth
on one foot, but it slowly started to help. It was Rolo who forced me back into a routine
because no matter how bad I wanted to come home after a long hard day at work and veg
in front of the TV, he still needed a walk. The walks began to help me to start sleeping
better again, too.
Sleep and rest were an ever-present battle, though. Many of my journals speak to my
insomnia and feelings of exhaustion. “I don’t like our bed or pillows. Plus, Jon moves
around like a maniac. I never feel rested when I wake up,” I say in my journal on June 26,
2017. Just days later, I journal, “I never wake up refreshed, and I’m really starting to be
agitated by Jon and his rolling around and snoring.” I could not restore myself with sleep.
Falling asleep is not a problem I tell my therapist. But, I find myself walking up at
2:00 am and cannot get back to bed until 5:30 in the morning, just before I am supposed
to wake up and get ready to start the day. I wake up and am exhausted the whole day, and
the cycle repeats. She tells me that this is a symptom of depression. She suggests
exercise, which of course, I cannot do, avoiding alcohol, which I can do but do not want
to, meditation, which I struggle to understand how to do, and medications and
supplements, which I begin to use. I often feel like I am in a haze. Instead of doing
something to work out when I get home, I fall into the habit of crashing on the couch. I
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have never been able to take short naps before, but somehow in my exhaustion, I find
myself reading an article for one of my doctoral courses or with piles of papers to grade
on my coffee table and the couch whispering sweet nothings in my ear. I wake up to
realize that it is dark outside, and I have lost two hours of productivity.
At 2:00 am, when I am lying in bed, trying very hard to will myself back to sleep,
there are a thousand thoughts in my mind. I think, “Why do I have to be the unlucky 1%
whose pregnancy is ectopic?” I grind my teeth in disbelieve, thinking about a foot
massage that left me with a broken foot and years of problems. “Why is tongue numb,” I
worry. I think about the reasons that Jon and I are even together anymore. He could be
with almost anyone else and have a chance to have his own child. I think about the
crushing reality of my job. I am so sick it, I think.
3:30 am. I am still lying in bed wide-awake. I finally get up and go into the living
room. I turn on the TV and watch absolute junk, hoping it will help me sleep.
5:30 am. Still on the couch. I finally make my way back to bed and fall asleep. The
alarm goes off at 6:30 am, signaling to wake up. I feel terrible, but I must start my day.
My struggles with sleep greatly affected my overall health. It was not until I was at a
better place both physically and mentally that I finally started to sleep better. The pills
helped some, but I often found that even they could not keep me asleep for the full seven
or eight hours that is recommended. The lack of sleep was compounded by my unhealthy
diet. While turning to food and drink was probably not my best decision, it was
something that helped me feel temporarily better.
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I am picturing the scene in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. Violet
Beauregarde has stolen the experimental gum from Mr. Wonka and is chewing her way
through a three-course dinner. When she gets to the blueberry pie, her father screams out,
“Violet, you’re turning Violet, Violet,” and Mr. Wonka says, “It always goes wrong
when we come to the dessert, always” (Margulies & Wolper, 1971). It did for me, too.
When I first learned of my ectopic pregnancy on December 13, 2018, I am told that
the most common form of treatment is methotrexate. I am warned that this is a very harsh
drug, and it will affect my liver. I am told that some research suggests avoidance of
alcohol for 100 days because both methotrexate and alcohol will affect my liver. The
combination of both is not recommended.
All I want to do when I get home is curl up with a bottle of wine. Alcohol at many
times in my life has been my crutch. I have used it to numb my emotions and feelings. A
bad day at work is rewarded with a glass, or two, or half a bottle of wine. Jon presents me
with a bottle of wine after a stressful day in statistics class. Friends and I commiserate
over cocktails around the corner from campus when we are frustrated with our working
conditions. Jon and I find ourselves on some patio drinking beer after a home inspection
goes wrong. Alcohol has been there. While I enjoy beer and wine, I realize that I use
alcohol to numb my emotions. Alcohol is not the only way I numb emotions.
Following the injections of methotrexate, for the first time in my life, I cannot drink
alcohol. I have no way to numb the pain or depression. At least that is what I initially
think. I find myself craving sweets. I feel like Violet Beauregarde turning Violet from all
the desserts I am eating. I have never been a “sweets person.” I like salt. Give me
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guacamole and chips any day over cake or pastries. But, I was craving sweets. I was
thinking about sweets all the time.
I tell this to my counselor one afternoon in 2017. She says, “You know that’s normal
right,” as if I know this or that everyone knows this. We often crave sweets like chocolate
because it helps the brain to release endorphins or chemicals that make us feel good, she
tells me. I know chocolate is good for us in this way, but I did not know it was common
to crave sweets when we are grieving, when we are experiencing trauma, or when we are
experiencing pain. She tells me this is normal and to indulge my craving for chocolate
and other sweets. She tells me that I need this boost coming from somewhere since I
cannot drink or exercise. The problem is that this craving soon becomes a battle.
2017. Multiple personal journal entries share my internal dialogue. “I feel ugly. I
can’t believe how much I have gained. I can’t even fit into my clothes.” “For the first
time ever, I’m craving sweets. It’s like the only thing that is making me happy. But, it’s
also making me fat.” “I know I’m drinking too much. So is he. It’s all we ever do. It
tastes delicious, but I know I don’t need to drink as much as do.”
The combination of my journals and medical notes paints a picture of how
significantly my physical health had impacted my quality of life.
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The Disquieted: Denial of Death & Yearning to Let Go

You know how you let
yourself think that
everything will be all right
if you can only get to a
certain place or do a
certain thing. But when
you get there you find it's
not that simple.
― Richard Adams,
Watership Down (1972)

Figure 12: Three photographs portray denial of death and yearning to let go.
I have always been good at living in denial when things finish. I avoided scrambled
eggs for decades because that was what my father had served for breakfast the morning
he told us my parents were getting a divorce. I spent years pining over failed romantic
relationships that I knew were going nowhere.
We often find ourselves walking some path because we think it is taking us
someplace that we think we are ‘supposed to be.’ We allow ourselves to deny our
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realities over and over again, but this just leaves us trapped. Denying that my professional
and personal reality would not get me to that place is a struggle seen throughout my data.
The denial of death in my professional life was deeply rooted in my dreams and
expectations of what my “dream job” at RMU was, what it would be, and what it should
be. When I first applied for the position at RMU in 2010, the then director asked me,
“Why RMU?” It was a good question – one used several times on hiring committees I
have served on since. I answered that RMU was a place that I saw as an end goal. It was
my dream job, I told her. It was one of the most established and successful programs in
the US – this meant that they were doing things well, I thought. I was from Denver and
wanted to stay in Colorado. Applying to RMU was strange initially, though. It was a
school I would have never applied to as an undergraduate. It was too prestigious. It would
be impossible for a lower-middle-class Hispanic girl to get in. It was never even an
option. I had built it up in my mind too much. The expectations were unrealistic.
I believe that dreams often let us down because they do not last, and our realities are
shrouded in clouds of denial – a denial of the way things really are. But, I was lucky
initially because it was my dream job for some years. It was what I wanted and hoped it
would be. I was connecting with students and co-workers. I enjoyed waking up and going
to work every day. My students and my co-workers brought light into my life. Things
change, though – life changes, our expectations change, and our dream morphs. The
problem is that I continued to think of it as my dream job even though I knew that it was
not. I denied that the job represented death when factors beyond my students began to
crush that dream. This denial of reality ultimately resulted in a huge heartbreak filled
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with disillusionment when I really began to get behind the scene. Being there, feeling
disconnected to myself, others, and larger meaning and purpose in life went against my
desires to connect in ways that really mattered and modeling what I felt was right.
In one Academy of Leaders’ journal, I see this phrase “denial of death” and the idea
that I need to have contentment with where I am instead of looking back. I need to be
okay with being me. I need to allow for all experiences – the good and bad – and then let
them go. In my JJTS journal, I see the same ideas. I want peace and the ability to let go of
things that I have no control over. Much of my writing at this time is underscored by my
yearning for inner peace and balance, and this was not possible. It was a beginning,
though – to yearn for this meant I was gaining some self-awareness.
The denial of death in my personal life largely lies with my struggles to give up on
the expectations of what societal norms and values are attached to womanhood and
motherhood. For some of us, it is a daily struggle. We turn on our computers or phones.
We see photos of some family member, friend, acquaintance, or co-worker holding their
baby. They’re celebrating his first birthday. He is smiling as he grips the cake in one
hand. Or, we see parents with older children running in bright white and blue striped
jerseys bouncing happily in some soccer game. These images fractured me at my core.
Jon and I married later than most in our group of friends and family, so we were not
pressed continuously in the same way as others are pressed to have kids. But, that
inevitable, inappropriate, and horrible question still comes, “When are you two having
kids;” whether it is your cousin’s husband who doesn’t know you well or an older
uninformed co-worker, it wrenches inside you. You grind your teeth in anger at this
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seemingly harmless question. Then that makes you feel sad for feeling angry; it makes
you feel like an imposter in your own sex, your own gender, your identity as a woman
and wife. What failings do I suffer? What must Jon think? He is forced to be with me and
has been tied to this deadweight dragging him into his own reality of infertility. On so
many occasions, I have told him that I release him. That he can go. It would be so much
easier for him to find a young, healthy woman to have a child with, I tell him. I tell him
how easy it would be to leave. He would not have to spend $40,000 to adopt an infant.
He could just get someone else pregnant and have his own. This is unfair to him and me –
but I deny the death of this expectation. I hold onto it instead, and it weighs me down.
I begin to see more and more dialogue about letting go of what Thomas Merton
reminds me of is violence against ourselves, taking on too much in our lives, as I near the
conclusion in my records in professional and personal struggles. Repeatedly, I see the
theme of wanting to let go – to stop denying the death and allow it to come. There is a
deep yearning to let go of what is out of my control, of what is violating me, breaking me
down, and what is failing to offer me light.
November 2, 2017. During my second retreat at the Academy for Leaders, I journal
(Appendix P) in response to the question, where do you most want to explore, experience,
or discover in the next six months:
I want to find the courage and strength to let go of things that don’t really matter. To
stop pleasing others because I think it’s expected. I need the strength to be engaged
with life and tasks and experiences in a more meaningful and joyous way for me. To
listen to my “inner teacher” or “inner self.” To play, to laugh, to wonder! I am often
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too concerned about completing tasks in my professional and personal life because
people expect that I will do it. I don’t want to do things that I don’t find fun or joyous
and self-fulfilling. I want to be selfish. I want to find the strength to support myself
better. I want to learn how to better support myself. I want to learn how to let go, to
let go, to let go! I want to focus on my own journey of wonder and health. I want to
be surrounded with self-love and feel the love of others. Ultimately to end in the sea
of endless opportunities and beauty.
It has been an ongoing struggle, a yearning to let go of what I cannot control and what
does not lift me up. I see this rise to the surface in much of my data. My denial of death
and yearning to let go is something I struggled deeply with, and I suspect I will continue
to struggle with letting go of expectations of myself and others. At least today, I no
longer feel guilty for wanting to let go or release myself. This was a big lesson I learned.
At this point in my story, we have journeyed through the beginning and rising action.
I turn now to take us to the climax of my story. This is the lowest point of my struggles. It
also begins to illuminate a small ray of hope. The first section of Chapter Six details utter
disconnection and feeling my lowest. The end takes the opportunity to offer themes in
connection to the literature. The themes present findings from the beginning, rising
action, and climax. They foreshadow themes found in Chapter Seven, my falling action.
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Chapter Six
The Inescapable Labyrinth of Abyss

Figure 13: Three photographs of tight concentric circles and darkness
portray the feeling of the Inescapable Labyrinth of Abyss.

One of my favorite movies opens with a black screen. I can see a photograph or
image in my mind. We hear wind swirling, dark and ominous sounds of the night, and the
sound of rapid breathing as someone is struggling to breathe. A woman’s voice softly
hums a fairy-like melody, and the camera pans to the left, taking us from the black screen
to reveal a young girl lying on her back with a look of fear in her eyes and blood
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streaming out of her nose. As the camera angle shifts horizontally, blood begins to flow
back into her nose, and the monologue begins:
Long ago in the Underground Realm where there are no lies or pain, there lived a
Princess who dreamt of the human world…One day, eluding her keepers, the Princess
escaped. Once outside, the brightness blinded her and erased her memory. She forgot
who she was and where she came from. Her body suffered cold, sickness and pain.
Eventually, she died. (Del Toro, 2006).
Pan's Labyrinth, El Laberinto del Fauno, written and directed by Guillermo del Toro,
intertwines the history of fascist Spain in 1944 with a magical and dangerous fantasy
world of escape for the young heroine Ofelia. I suspect many people are turned off by the
sheer psychopathic brutality of the real world villain Captain Vidal when he repeatedly
smashes a wine bottle into the face of a farmer. Or, maybe it is the horror watching the
fantasy world monster, the Pale Man, tear the heads off two fairies devouring them like in
Goya’s painting ‘Saturn Devouring His Children.’ I suspect this story creates distaste in
the mouths of viewers because of the brutality, darkness, despair, pain, and the tragedy of
the ending, which is revealed in its opening scene. Perhaps my love for this story lies in
the reality of sorrow and darkness. Many folktales and fairy tales are detached from
reality because they remove what is darkest, most fearful, and most menacing from the
story. Pan’s Labyrinth does no such thing. The world of fear, darkness, and pain is everpresent just as they are in our real lives. Sometimes we find ourselves so deep in this
labyrinth of abyss we forget that we must journey to the deepest chasm to find our way
out. Only through Ofelia’s death and sacrifice does she find light.
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Introduction
This part of my story speaks to what Annie Dillard (1982) refers to as riding our
monsters all the way down - to falling to our greatest depths. In the aftermath of my
professional and personal struggles, I found myself feeling like I had been swallowed in
an abyss – feeling hopelessly disconnected. Trapped in concentric circles, wall closing in,
with little hoping of finding my way out. These themes of disconnection are separated
here in the climax of my story. These subthemes of disconnection, The Limbs and Leaves
are Dying: Disconnection from Community and Is it the Limbs and Leaves? Is the Trunk
Rotted Out? Disconnected from Myself, address Research Question One, what
professional and personal struggles have occurred in life as a university teacher. In the
climax of my story, I explain how my struggles left me in a feeling of disconnection – in
the inescapable labyrinth of abyss.
The Limbs and Leaves are Dying: Disconnection from Community
“And the walls became the world all around.”
― Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are (1984, p. 14)
May 20, 2020. Went walking in Crown Hill with Rolo this morning. I see her almost
every morning on our walk. She is BIG and stands alone against a bare landscape (See
Figure 13). She is beautiful, but there is a sadness in her. I feel like it has been winter for
too long, and I am not even sure if she is alive. Her branches spark no signs of green life.
Today, I have come to capture her image because she reminds me of my theme of
disconnection from my community. It makes me wonder, “When the roots and trunk of
the tree are rotted out or dying, are healthy green leaves ever possible?”
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Figure 14: Death in her lifeless branches mirrors disconnection with my community.
I see the lack of life in her branches and leaves just as I see it in my community over the
last few years. Community has been vital to me since I was a child. I think of my
community as my family, close friends, and co-workers. Cousins have been like siblings.
Close friends are like blood. I was blessed to marry into another wonderful family. Many
co-workers have been my family at times. While community can be supportive,
connections to community can easily be broken, and green leaves wither and die off. The
disconnections from my community I suffered brought me deep into a labyrinth of abyss.
As an adult, I have learned that I often place others in my community above myself to
the detriment of myself. I am the one who calls or texts my friends to wish them Merry
Christmas or to set up social gatherings. Seldom do my friends reach out to me first.
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Perhaps I give too much; I tell Jon. Over the last few years, I let this upset me. I judged
people for not being there for me when I was there for them. I know it is unfair, but it is
something that I did – perhaps something that many of us do. These disconnections were
severely devastating to my relationships and me when I was recovering from my
pregnancy loss, and very few people were checking in regularly with me. Several
friendships faded away because I fell victim to this disconnection and judgment. Many of
my family, friends, and co-workers did not help to maintain our connection when I
needed it the most. Even though I was living with my husband, he seldom “checked in,”
and this was the most devastating disconnection I suffered following my ectopic
pregnancy because our connection had been the one that I believed to be most important
in my life. My disconnection with my husband was a sizable fissure in my community.
May 5, 2012. I met my husband on a beautiful spring day at a Kentucky Derby party.
My friend Sammy had invited me to come along because she did not want to go. Her
colleague, a woman I knew from my book club, wanted to set her up with some single
men at her daughter’s party. I went with Sammy because I knew it would take some
pressure off her, and I had always wanted to go to a derby party. Neither of us was
looking to meet anyone. Years of bad online dating had left me satisfied with being
alone. I loved wearing big hats, though and used it as an excuse to go. We had planned on
staying an hour or two and moving on to another friend’s Cinco de Mayo party, but we
stayed for eight hours. I found myself hopelessly smitten with a tall, handsome,
intelligent, and charismatic man. Jon and I talked for hours at the party. As the giant
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perigee super moon rose to greet the night, the moon drew us together, just as sure as she
causes trouble, raises high tides, and calls the dogs to howl.
He called the next night, and we spent hours talking on the phone. Two days later, he
picked me up for our first date. At the end of the date, he asked for permission to kiss me.
From that night on, we spent every night together. Falling in love was easy and sweet.
June 12, 2017. Five years later, I found myself longing to get back to the feeling of
new love and butterflies when we first met and were falling in love. One of my journal
entries (Appendix Q) describes a captured moment from 2012 that I recalled in a JTTS
workshop night of journaling:
The harsh summer sunlight outside filters through the drawn shades. It’s soft and
diffused and warm. Our bodies are tangled up like a freshly baked pretzel. His face
nears mine – his warm breath at the base of my neck. The white feathered down and
Egyptian cotton slinks over bare bodies. His lips are salty as I taste the beer that we
just shared on his lips. A faint beating of the plastic fan on the metal cage hums. And,
he takes my hand in his. My heart is racing. I am twitterpated. He places his fingers
on the guitar and begins to strum. I, an alto Bob Dylan. He, a deep baritone Johnny
Cash. The Girl from the North Country. We sing as a duo. We sing as one.
Moments like this, I felt utterly connected to him and saw the strength of our union.
August 22, 2014. Jon and I were married on the Highway One coast two hours north
of San Francisco. In the early hours of August 24th, a six-point magnitude earthquake
woke me from sleep in our Northern Bay Area cottage. We had been intimately close and
united through our relationship up to this point, but just as the earthquake created a rift in
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the landscape, our experiences after wrenched us apart. Following my surgery, I wanted
nothing more than to be held and to feel his gentle hands combing through my hair or soft
touches caressing my back while we watched TV. I repeatedly would tell Jon that I
needed this. I needed to feel supported. I needed to feel loved. I needed to be touched. I
needed our connection. I felt like I was left in the dark – feeling disconnected and alone. I
cannot blame Jon for how he reacted no more than the tides can control how they respond
to the moon. I know that we all handle loss differently, so I understand his withdrawal,
but I needed him. It made me angry with him and angry with so many others in my
community for not supporting me when I needed it most.
It was my closest friend Dana who took me to my post-op appointment, helping me in
and out of the car because holding a pillow at your belly is not easy when you are trying
to get in and out of a car. Dana held my hand when the doctor was talking to me, and my
lips were quivering as I cried. Dana ran her hand over my hair as if she was brushing it
while we sat on the couch.
The person who was supposed to be my number one, my partner, my husband, left me
seeking refuge from others in my darkest hour. His hands did not reach out to hold mine
and walk with me in the labyrinth of abyss. The loss left us utterly disconnected.
August 21, 2017. My journal documents my inner dialogue and the feeling of
allowing Jon to grieve in his way but also a frustration with feeling alone because of it.
Tomorrow is our anniversary, but I find myself struggling to want to celebrate. It is
just a reminder of how things went wrong since then. I had my counseling
appointment this afternoon, and Pam [therapist] asked me how Jon was dealing with
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the loss. I told her that I don’t think that he is or least it doesn’t feel like he is. We
don’t really talk. I know he is stressed at work, but he does not say anything really
when he is home. For some reason, I have been listening to the Dixie Chicks. I never
really did before. But, there is this one song I found that I cannot stop listening to. It
makes me cry so hard. “Godspeed little man/ Sweet Dreams little man/ Oh, my love
will fly to you each night on angel's wings/ Godspeed (Sweet Dreams)/ The rocket
racer's all tuckered out/ Superman's in pajamas on the couch/ Goodnight Moon we'll
find the mouse/ And I love you” (Dixie Chicks, 2002, track 11). I told Jon about
listening to the song, and he didn’t say anything except, “Wow, Dixie Chicks, huh?”
[he is not a fan of country music and was surprised by the choice because I do not
listen to much country music either]. Pam told me that she thought that it would be
beneficial to find someone for couple’s counseling but that he probably needs his own
first. I have asked him to go before, but he just doesn’t do it. I know he needs this; we
need this; I need this, but it just seems like he ignores me or doesn’t want to face it. I
know he is sad because of it, but he isn’t communicating at all. I feel so alone.
My connection to my husband was shattered at this point in my, and I felt like we would
never get back to a healthier place. The uncertainty and fear of whether our relationship
would ever be better weighed me down. I was questioning everything about the
relationship but was so overwhelmed with my own devastation that I could not worry
about trying to fix the relationship. Instead, I just accepted feeling alone and disconnected
from my husband and our relationships. I felt like maybe it would be sacrificed along
with everything else in my life. Maybe I would lose this, too, I thought.
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Many of the connections that I had felt embraced by before 2016, like with my nina
(my godmother who is also my auntie) and her daughters, began to suffer. Going over to
her house after work to be surrounded by my people no longer happened. People at work
who had been my close friends did not reach out to see how I was doing. I was not sure if
this was because of the strange disenfranchisement that comes with pregnancy loss. Doka
(1989) says disenfranchised grief from pregnancy loss comes because of the hidden
nature of the loss and the fact that there are no rituals to mark the loss, thus leading to a
minimization of grief by those outside the experience. I am not sure if people considered
this a significant loss. I did not burry a child – there was no child to bury. I am not sure if
it is because people thought I was stronger than I was. Maybe they truly did not know
how deep I had fallen, or that I had already fallen off some cliff or was lying on the
ground with blood pouring out of my nose. Did they know that their embrace in my
community could have helped to heal and shelter me? My journal entries speak about
trying to find the strength to let go of these friendships – the ones who I felt had turned
their backs on me when I needed them most.
At work, I started to turn away from co-workers because I did not feel safe and
supported in that environment. The loss of my reproductive track felt like a further
violation against my womanhood around a group of women, many of whom had children
or were having kids. Why didn’t they understand? Could they understand? I felt like they
should have been more supportive. Couldn’t they shoulder more weight at work? Why
couldn’t they help me feel safe and supported? Maybe I needed to reach out and ask for
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more help, I thought. I knew I did not need to do as much as I was doing, but I did not
feel safe or supported enough to reach out and expose my vulnerability and need.
I disconnected from co-workers and aspects of my job that brought meaning and joy
when I was forced to do things that felt wasteful in energy and time amidst the darkness I
was suffocating in. My distrust in the administration made me more susceptible to other
attacks and pulled me further into disconnection. In my journals, I talk about not wanting
to feel like I was alone and an island, but I was not sure how to find a way out.
What becomes apparent in my data is the notion that perhaps the root of this
disconnection to my community lied within a disconnection to myself. I am told at the
Academy for Leaders that only when we are in community with ourselves can we truly
find community with others. Maybe I was so disconnected from myself that there was no
hope in connection with others. I illustrate this disconnection to myself next.
Is it the Limbs and Leaves? Is the Trunk Rotted Out? Disconnected from Myself
“Sometimes lies were more dependable than the truth.”
― Orson Scott Card, Ender's Game
(1991, p. 2)
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Figure 15: Four photographs of a rotted out tree trunk express my feelings of
disconnection from myself.

We tell ourselves lies. We do it more than we are aware. We feed ourselves these lies
because we think we need them. The truth is too scary; we tell ourselves. We allow these
lies to create giant fissures in our identity like rotted out tree trunks. It disconnects us
from life. Like the bugs and animals feeding in the hollowed-out darkness, it strips us of
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the fruit that we may bear. This disconnection to myself can be seen in my data and is
unveiled in the many references that I made to this feeling of being torn from my sex,
gender, ethnicity, bodies, and status as a student and teacher of this world. It resides in
the expectations and demands of society, our superiors and peers, and in ourselves. We
deny the death, telling ourselves our dream job is still a dream when it turns to a
nightmare. We succumb to the stresses in life. We allow the violation. We allow
ourselves to be used, disrespected, and overworked. We allow joy and play to stripped
away. We allow our search for meaning and purpose to fossilize. The lies continue and
become our realities. The abyss surrounds us, and we fade into the darkness. Soon we
forget who we are, and our bodies succumb to the cold, sickness, pain, and death.
February 22, 2019. I think, “How can we connect with others when we are
disconnected from ourselves,” after reading through field notes and reflections. A critical
component of my feelings of disconnections resides in the disconnection I had from
myself and my own identity. The realities of my professional and personal lives left me
feeling disconnected like a giant fissure in a tree trunk. In the depths of this personal
labyrinth of abyss, I began to see light. The darkness started to allowed me to stop and
reflect on what had happened and what I had learned. The climax of my story turns now
to express what I learned from the professional and personal struggles I faced as this
feeds into the self-care that I sought.
Bridges to Disconnection: Themes in Relation to Literature
I shift my reader now to expose relationships to literature that help me understand my
findings up to this point in my story. I synthesize themes uncovered in the beginning, la
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Frontera/the Borderlands – a Critical Prologue, the rising action, Stranded in a Boat on a
Perilous Sea, and the climax, the Inescapable Labyrinth of Abyss. I have chosen to
present the relationships to literature now because this foreshadows the need for self-care
I engaged in, which follows in Chapter Seven.
Disconnection. What is disconnection, and why can it be so detrimental in our lives?
This understanding is fundamental because the larger theme of disconnection fingers its
way through much of my story up to this point. Dictionaries give us these definitions of
the noun and verb forms: “the feeling or fact of being separate from someone or
something else, and not fitting well together or understanding each other”
(Disconnection, n.d. -a); “to sever the connection of or between,” “to become detached or
withdrawn,” and “a lack of or a break in connection” (Disconnection, n.d. -b). The
struggles that I endured left me feeling disconnected to myself and my community. The
larger theme of disconnection is seen in smaller sub-themes throughout my story to this
point. If you are reading my story, you may have noted the following subthemes:
struggles with identity, belonging, meaning and purpose, pressures, expectations, fear,
uncertainty, inauthenticity, stress, pain, loss, despair of physical conditions, and denial of
death and letting go.
Breaking Belonging, Detaching from Meaning & Purpose, Severing Identity
Belonging, an expression of being connected to ourselves, others, and the world, is a
fundamental condition of meaning and purpose in life (Brown, 2012). I believe it is also a
key characteristic of my identity. Societal pressures and our own pressures and
expectations push us into living divided lives. They compound our sense of belonging
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and identity. Fear, uncertainty, and inauthenticity in the world and within us add to our
feelings of belonging and identity. The stresses we face in our lives and pain, loss,
despair wreak havoc on our minds and bodies. Our physical conditions may deny
opportunities to live our best lives. Denial of death and the inability to let go and move
forward further fuels disconnection in our identities and damages our sense of belonging.
Without meaning and purpose guiding us through narrow, dark, winding paths within a
labyrinth, the possibility of escaping seems only possible in some alternative reality.
When our sense of belonging is broken, fear of disconnection makes us feel undeserving
of connection (Brown, 2012), and greater meaning and purpose in life elude us.
Not belonging in my own body, community, and the world created rifts in my identity
as a female and woman. My fear of disconnection as a Hispanic and White person added
fuel to these flames. My experiences in a marginalized population and among a
privileged few have exacerbated my disconnection and fears. The borderlands that I have
straddled taught me to compartmentalize my identity, and this was not healthy. I was
raised Hispanic and White and am often disconnected from both. I was raised to work
hard because we were not affluent, struggling to walk a strange line of identity and
feelings of belonging. The presentation of these struggles early in my life, which appears
at the beginning of my story, helps my audience comprehend the remainder of my story.
As a woman who has felt marginalized because of my sex, gender, ethnicity, and
background as a child of a lower socio-economic status pushing myself to work harder, I
see this called into question my leadership in higher education. You will note these
appear throughout my story. Hierarchical systems and authority within traditional
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leadership development practices disadvantage women and ethnic groups (Eagly & Carli,
2004; Ely & Rhode, 2010) and questioned my leadership and belonging in academia.
Although I may not look Hispanic to some, my ethnicity cannot be pulled from my
identity. This was detrimental in feelings of belonging at a Predominately-White
university. My family’s working-class background (Ryan & Sackrey, 1996), my ethnicity
(Aguirre 1987; Garza 1988), and my gender (Johnsrud & Wunsch, 1991; Sandler & Hall,
1986) were instrumental in determining my identity and sense of belonging in academia.
“Consequently, when individuals possessing one or more of these status characteristics
enter academe, they become strangers in context because they are not expected to be
there” (Aguirre, 1995, p. 18). Perhaps, this feeling of not belonging is exacerbated
because I look White to most, so others may not see the struggles I have faced with
identity and belonging, thus calling my identity and sense of belonging as a professor in
academia into question. I often felt like I had to do more and push harder in my position
at RMU because I did not feel like I belonged.
Because my story illuminates the struggles of pregnancy loss, it became clear that I
needed to story early childhood experiences with identity and belonging. Researchers
have encouraged women who experience pregnancy loss and infertility to create their
own “reproductive story” (Jaffe & Diamond, 2011). These stories, which often begin in
childhood, are shaped by our experiences and are often untold (Jaffe & Diamond, 2011).
Women can come to these stories when finding revelations that connect their past,
present, and future (Jaffe & Diamond, 2011). Understanding my “reproductive story” was
a key reason that I decided to write a beginning to the story of my experiences and
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struggles. The understandings gleaned from the beginning connect my reproductive story,
and story in general, to struggles with my sex, gender, identity, and belonging. This
assists my reader as she/he works through my story and connections to womanhood and
motherhood. You may have begun to make these connections at the beginning, rising
action, and the climax of my story just as you might when reading another story. It is our
job as readers of stories to draw out these connections. Later we may read an author’s
commentary on the story and find more meaning. This is what I hope to accomplish in
this section of my story. I am pausing my story and your reading to make sure we are all
walking together in our understandings.
My story highlights the doubts I have had about my role in society as a woman
because physical conditions prevented me from feeling like I belonged in the sister of
womanhood and motherhood. The struggle to connect with myself was largely
underscored by my struggle to accept my physiological realities. I was born with certain
health conditions. My body could not naturally conceive, and I wanted so badly to be a
part of a shared community of motherhood and womanhood. I felt like I was even less a
woman when my fallopian tube was taken from me. If we adopted, I would still be an
imposter, I thought. It seemed like so many women around me easily got pregnant and
had their own children. Most women with children made me feel angry because they
were not sympathetic and certainly not empathetic. We see these expressions at the
beginning, rising action, and the climax of my story.
This draws attention to the pain, grieving, and loss I felt about my inability to feel
whole. The miscarriage, the pregnancy loss, and the loss of my fallopian tube left me
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disconnected from everything except darkness initially. Miscarriage, alone, leaves
women feeling defective, abnormal, inadequate, and failures (Corbet-Owen & Kruger,
2003). Our fears about being unable to biologically be a mother underscore a greater
significance. It tears at the meaning of being a woman or female. When we lose a
pregnancy, it undercuts our beliefs about fertility, the ability to produce a child, and our
fundamental role as a woman, thus undermining our meaning in life (Abboud &
Liamputtong, 2003; Corbet-Owen & Kruger, 2001; Walker & Davidson, 2001). Many
women consider motherhood as a key goal in a woman’s life and fulfill our role in
society (Corbet-Owen, 2003; Zucker, 1999). Far back in the literature, scholars like Freud
(1933), speak about how women’s attributes as feminine are intertwined with bearing
children, and women who choose not to bear children are considered deviant and
defective. Motherhood, as seen by many, is our most important contributor to a feminine
identity, our greatest achievement as women, the fundamentals of our valuation in
society, and a piece of power in politics (DiQuinzio, 1999). We suffer an insane loss
when this is taken away. It is in the loss of the embryo and fallopian tube, a physical part
of myself. It is there in the loss of my dreams of a future child and motherhood. It is in
the loss of the expectation to watch my body over the course of nine months grow life. It
is there in the expectations of watching and preparing for the baby. It is in the
expectations and dreams of a new identity we get to finally take on as mothers. But, it is
also there in our loss of control over our realities and bodies. It is there in the pain, loss,
and devastation of emergency surgery and physical recovery. It is in the crazy
fluctuations in our hormones as our body tries to tell itself we are not pregnant anymore.
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It is in the loss and hopes for the now shattered reality of losing everything. It is in the
fear of trying again and losing again. It lives in the uncertainty of the present and future.
Pregnancy losses are devastating because we view them as a loss of a representative
future or possibility (Sell-Smith & Lax, 2013). I could not see beyond the potential hope
of a future life being destroyed by my pregnancy loss, and it brought me to my knees
wallowing in the inability to stand up and walk on.
The pregnancy loss also made me question the expectations of being a wife and the
strength of my connection with my husband. How could I be a “good” wife when I could
not give my husband the thing we most wanted? I wanted so bad to allow Jon to make his
own decisions. If he truly wanted to be with me, it was his choice, and he would have to
deal with that reality. It was not my fault that he could not have children; I tried to tell
myself. That is not how I felt, though. “It’s my fault we can’t have kids,” I would tell
him, and he would not respond to this, sparking my inadequacies more. I could not let go
of these expectations and pressures of womanhood and motherhood. I was supposed to be
able to do this for us and could not. My own expectation and his were not being met. I
was a failure. I had failed him. I had failed us. I would repeatedly ask for support and still
felt little response to my needs. He was the only person that I explicitly asked for support.
He was the person that I needed the most. I felt like his lack of response and actions were
not enough. Literature underlines the significance of the role partners play in supporting
women suffering through pregnancy loss (Abboud & Liamputtong, 2003; Corbet-Owen,
2003; Corbet-Owen & Kruger, 2001). One study of women who lost a pregnancy
highlights the perception that women felt their partners did not experience loss, did not
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support them, or felt it in such a different way that it was not supportive of the women
(Gerber-Epstein et al., 2008). Jon and I are different genders, and we experience grief
differently (Stroebe & Schut, 1999). Women often experience loss orientation; we voice
emotions of what has been lost in our grieving. Whereas, men tend to experience restoration
orientation in grieving. This means they try to focus on what to restore in life – make funeral
arrangements, plan for the future, and set goals. Jon and I were no exception. There was no
funeral, though. Making plans for a future was impossible. The fear of trying to conceive
again extinguished this goal. I found myself deeper in the despair of grieving. I voiced my
grief to him and mostly only him. I resented Jon because he was not there to support me. He
failed to walk in the abyss with me. I felt like my marriage was being destroyed by it.

My connections to others in my community were gutted by the losses, too. Many
friendships died or faded away. The stress that occurred from social disconnection left me
in pain. Eisenberger and Lieberman (2003) contend that “social connection is a need as
basic as air, water, or food and that like the more traditional needs, the absence of social
connection causes pain” (p. 2). Components of the same processing system in the brain
are triggered when we experience both physical and social pain, and we are wired to
experience distress because of separation and comfort when reunited (Eisenberger &
Lieberman, 2003). Perhaps my story of trauma was too difficult for my community to
hear (Pennebaker, 1997). Perhaps the difficulty of listening to my story made it that much
more difficult to connect – creating feelings of disenfranchisement. Most people do not
grow up trained with listening skills or trained in empathy and compassion. This, of
course, makes it more difficult to support those in need and provide a safe space for
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sharing stories of struggles. We often fail as a society to allow the room for discussion
and legitimizing the woman’s loss and grief in early pregnancy loss (Moulder, 1998).
Society looks at us, as women and as a couple, as a failure in raising a family and joining
a ‘community of families,’ furthering eroding the loss felt by the woman (Abboud &
Liamputtong, 2003). It is clear that many women, such as myself, need people trained to
understand these complexities and offer support to those suffering.
When we are not supported, this leads to a domino effect in our lives. I could not get
sleep. I woke up habitually unrested. I felt like I could not function physically and
emotionally many days. I turned to unhealthy eating habits, and I was forced to avoid
physical activity. I was trapped in my body and mind. I was alone in sheer darkness.
Showing up fully in my professional and personal life was unmanageable.
The disconnections I felt within and with community took me deeper into feelings of
defeat because of the pregnancy loss, which compounded struggles as work. I felt
rendered helpless and feeble against all other threats in my life. Dealing with my personal
losses at home made it near impossible to show up as a teacher and in administrative
roles. Rather than shifting more energy away from my calling as a teacher, I found
myself disconnecting with other parts of my role. I became further disgusted and annoyed
by the administrative roles I had been charged with. I could not do everything I was
asked to do. My options were limited and filling myself with frustration at anything but
teaching was the result. The literature speaks to how pregnancy loss negatively affects
our job performance, relationships, and marriages and how it causes psychological and
physical health conditions (Abbey et al., 1992; Monga, 2004; Van Balen, 2002). I felt
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this, too. I had no desire to increase my job performance at work when all I could focus
on was the loss. In my work life, things were not easy. My identity as a teacher was
broken. How could I connect to my students when too much was dragging me away from
my identity as a teacher? My ‘dream job’ had betrayed me. I wanted to let go of the work
expectations – feeling overworked, overburdened, underappreciated, violated. I had to
keep my job to pay bills, to save for adoption, to get the Ph.D., though.
Brown (2017) posits that to feel belonging, we need to embrace ourselves in all that
we are. Jung’s ideas of individuation (1973) and Palmer’s (1998) ideas of authority and
authenticity speak to this level of identity and belonging that we must harness in our own
stories. It is through these understandings that we can appreciate who we are and find
peace with this. When this occurs, we are more aware and responsible for our identity
and experiences in life. When we do not understand and feel like we do not belong in our
families, the hurt is immense (Brown, 2017). “It has the power to break our heart, our
spirit, and our sense of self-worth” (p. 14). This devastation can leave us feeling as if we
are at the bottom of a dark and inscape labyrinth of abyss. I was unable to find the
bravery to stand alone and connect with something larger than myself when my struggles
with fear, uncertainty, inauthenticity, pain, stress, societal pressures and expectations, and
physical limitations were continually bombarding me and sucking me back into darkness.
What I see after analyzing my data, in shifting through all the darkness, is a small
beacon of light. It appears in some of my journaling as the years slowly passed.
Experiencing the pain of pregnancy loss, the loss of my fallopian tube and the loss of
hopes and expectations for the future helped me to release it. It helped me accept myself
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for all that I am. I began to see some beauty in all that we are, all that we live through,
and all that we experience. I started to understand that I am a woman. I do not have to
carry a child or have one at all biologically. I can find a community in women who
support this new me – women who do not make me feel like I am less because I have not
had a child. Jon and I could surround ourselves with community that did not remind us
that we could not walk with other families in parenthood. Although I continued to
struggle with my biological reality, the loss became a white brightness like the fading of
my scars from surgery.
Fear, Uncertainty, Inauthenticity, and Stress
What is fear, uncertainty, and inauthenticity? How are they related to stress, and why
can they vanquish and violate us? Fear has been defined as an effort to provide a
defensive behavior or escape from a motivational state that is aroused by specific stimuli
(McFarland, 1987). For most people, anxiety is often an effect of uncertainty. We tend to
fear what we do not know or cannot predict, and when we are making judgments about
what is safe and what is not, our bodies react to the stress. Generally, in these times of
fear, uncertainty, and stress, we want those around us to act with as much transparency,
truth, and courage as possible to promote a necessary level of trust in those relationships.
Unfortunately, this is not always how we are met during these unsettling times. I was met
with inauthenticity from administrators, a sense that things were out of control at work
and in my personal life, and feelings that I could not show authentically in either my
personal or professional life.
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Psychology tells us that fear and struggling with fear can be useful at times. It can
save our lives, but it can also cripple us. Cannon (1915) originally described the fight-orflight response or “acute stress response” as the sympathetic nervous systems reaction to
threats. This response regulates stress in animals and is seen as the first stage of a general
adaptation syndrome. When we are faced with stressful situations, stress hormones
produce hormonal changes and physiological responses that have the power to help
people fight threats or flee to safety. However, our bodies tend to overreact to non-lifethreatening stressors like work pressure with the same fight-or-flight response.
My fears were primarily rooted in my perceptions of uncertainty or a lack of control
in my life. Achor (2010) tells us that the need to feel in control of situations and our lives
is a critical factor in well-being and performance. He says that employees, who perceive
that they have more control at work, have greater job satisfaction, are better at their jobs,
and this spreads to benefit other areas of our lives like personal relationships. Feeling in
control of our lives also has the power to lower stress, reduce conflict in marriages, lead
to better work/life balance, and reduce job turnover. At my lowest point, there was very
little that I felt in control of professionally and personally. As a result, the level of fear
within me grew, especially given I did not feel authentic support from others and felt that
I was being forced to show up inauthentically in life.
Further complicating my struggles with stress was the level of toxicity that I
perceived in the school climate at work. I feared the uncertainty of the times because of
the polarization of the nation – the inescapable feelings of hatred, misogyny, racism,
bigotry, and xenophobia. Feelings of fear were fueled by uncertainty and inauthenticity in
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my department at RMU. The lack of leadership and fluctuating enrollments made me
fearful about my future in the department and my field. A leading stressor for faculty in
higher education, as discussed in the literature review, is related to their perceptions of
school climate (Cohen et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2012). Literature suggests that when
threats exist in the environment that are physical, social, and emotional, stress amongst
teachers’ increase (Borg & Riding, 1991; Cohen et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2012; Skaalvik
& Skaalvik, 2009). Evidence of this can consistently be seen throughout my data. The
high level of stress that was occurring in my classrooms and within the department
created a noxious school climate.
The feelings of being violated – overworked, underappreciated, disrespected, and
stressed – speak mainly to the struggles that were occurring in my professional and
personal life. I allowed myself to be violated by overwork. The high levels of stress
because of my demanding workload were consistent with previous research (Borg &
Riding, 1991; Boyle et al., 1995; Chaplain, 2008; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Kezar, &
Lester, 2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2011). I allowed myself to be underappreciated and
disrespected because my fear prevented me from letting go and moving on. I could not
leave my position at RMU because I needed a job – any job, to pay bills and save for a
potential future child. The levels of stress increased, and I experienced difficulty
maintaining balance with my personal life (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Mason & Goulden,
2004; Sorcinelli, 2007; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987). The increase in work time
contributed to dissatisfaction in my job (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004), but I had to keep my
job to complete my Ph.D., pay bills, and save for the future. Much of this stress and fear
205

is often spawned from the shame, disrespect, humiliation, and vulnerability I felt (Jordan,
2008). Many of these struggles directly related to psychical and psychological stress. The
literature tells me,
Stress traumatizes when stressors overwhelm the individual’s capacity to cope… [and
that there is an] idea that every person has a “breaking point” [or a limit] each person
has to withstand stress. Traumatic stress is by definition an experience in which the
survival of the whole organism is at stake, and it responds with the “fight, flight, or
freeze” response. (Korn, 2013, p. 29)
I see that the highest levels of feeling violated and stressed left me feeling disconnected
from my community and my identity. I responded with various levels of the “fight, flight,
or freeze” response in my life. My experiences with stress left me incapable of fighting
back against the violence of overwork, and this left me further disconnected from my
purpose as a teacher. I was stripped away from the part of me that is supposed to be a
teacher and thrown more into the administrative side of work. I found myself frozen
because of the stress and fear. I allowed it to put me into a corner in my labyrinth for far
longer than was healthy, but perhaps it was the safest choice at the time.
The fear, uncertainty, and inauthenticity pervaded my personal life, too. The loss of
two pregnancies and part of my reproductive track further disconnected me from my
identity as a woman and wife. I feared that I could not live up to my expectations of what
I should be as a woman. I feared that Jon would never see me as a “good” wife. I feared
that my parents would never have grandkids. I feared that I would never belong to a
community of women who had children. I feared I was as defective, abnormal, a failure,
and inadequate following my pregnancy loss, just as other researchers have noted
(Corbet-Owen, 2003). My fears left me feeling disconnected and isolated. Jordan (2008)
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argues that fear of isolation is our most profound fear because connection is a
fundamental component of well-being. When I was feeling alone, isolated, and
disconnected, the fear gutted me. It pulled me deeper into the dark labyrinth. I had turned
one too many corners and could see no way out the maze closing in on me.
Pain, Loss, Despair – Our Bodies
Dr. Brock Chisholm (1951), the first Director-General of the World Health
Organization (WHO), said, “without mental health there can be no true physical health"
(p. 4-5). While both are inextricably connected, when one is not functioning well, we
suffer. My physical health significantly impeded my ability to feel well mentally, and my
mental health may have increased adverse physical conditions. Physical health is often
divided into two key components – our physical activity and nutrition. Many things
factored into my physical health.
My physical activity was significantly obstructed by limited mobility because of my
surgeries and a broken foot. Most people know that physical exercise has the power to
release endorphins (a chemical that produces positive feelings in your body). Perhaps, we
do not know how physical conditions limit our ability to be physically and mentally
healthy. Literature suggests that following bone fractures, some common effects include
depression, appetite changes, sleep pattern changes (Frontera, Silver, & Rizzo, 2015) and
psychological sequelae (consequences of a previous disease or injury), which includes
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety (Kellezi, Coupland, Morriss,
Beckett, Joseph, & Barnes, 2017). Depression can adversely affect clinical conditions and
recovery because people feel that they are failing to return to a level of functioning
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sought (Kellezi et al., 2017). The effects of my surgeries and broken foot contributed
greatly to the perceptions that I had that I was not whole – that I was missing a critical
element to my overall health and well-being. This put me in a weaker position to address
any other challenges that occurred in my life. When teachers are facing struggles that
affect their health and well-being, it can influence their performance and ability to show
up. Some studies have indicated that teachers who engaged in physical activities allowed
them to control stress, use their free time better, control anxiety and depression, reduce
heart disease and obesity, and prevent high blood pressure and muscle weakness,
amongst other effects (Rosales-Ricardoa, Orozcoa, Yaulemaa, Parreñoa, Caizaa,
Barragána, Ríosa, Peraltab, 2017). The ability to be as physically active as I wanted to be
was something that I yearned for and needed.
When it comes to nutrition and diet, I know that my physical health has been
impacted by my mental well-being. Brown (2017) says that we often numb or deaden our
pain or discomfort in quick ways; this might mean through alcohol, drugs, food, sex,
perfectionism, and the internet, to name a few. As mentioned previously, one of the ways
I numbed was with alcohol and unhealthy foods. When I had a long day and could not
drink alcohol, I turned to sweet foods. I gained around thirty pounds following my
pregnancy loss and a broken foot. I felt pain and a high sense of discomfort in the lack of
control I felt in my life. Numbing my pain through alcohol and food was one way to
deaden the pain, fear, uncertainty, inauthenticity, stress, and loss. Brown (2012)
maintains,
I believe we all numb our feelings. We may not do it compulsively and chronically,
which is addiction, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t numb our sense of
208

vulnerability. And numbing vulnerability is especially debilitating because it doesn’t
just deaden the pain of our difficult experiences; numbing vulnerability also dulls our
experiences of love, joy, belonging, creativity, and empathy. We can’t selectively
numb emotion. Numb the dark and you numb the light. (p. 137).
The tricky part with numbing is that it does, in fact, numb both and good and bad, thus
causing both physical and mental health to suffer. All people numb, whether it is hours of
TV, alcohol, drugs, or food. When teachers are stressed, it is easy to numb the stress.
Teaching is an exhaustive profession; it is one in which you must always be “on.” When
teachers are dealing with physical conditions that are limiting, being “on” can become
more difficult. The use of alcohol also significantly disrupts our ability to achieve deeper
levels of sleep and rejuvenation (Stevenson, 2014).
My physical health was further compromised by my ability to sleep well. Part of my
problems with sleep had to do with feelings of being overworked and stressed, and the
inability to turn off my mind when my head hit the pillow. Poorer physical health has
been related to work rumination (Thomsen, Mehlsen, Olesen, Hokland, Viidik, Avlund,
& Zachariae, 2004). When teachers ruminate on work, we often also suffer from poorer
sleep quality (Cropley, Dijk, & Stanley, 2006). Research also suggests that when stressful
life events, people who tend to ruminate experience more invasive thoughts while trying
to get to sleep and poorer sleep quality (Guastella & Moulds, 2007).
The surgeries and physical conditions, lack of sleep and rest, and numbing with
unhealthy foods placed me at a huge disadvantage to face any other struggles in my life
both professionally and personally. It greatly affected my physical and psychological
health, so it is understandable to me how this would suck me into a pit of despair.
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Denial of Death & Letting Go
How do we learn to let go of that which does not support us or lift us up? This
relationship is damaging; that task is violating me; this position is breaking me down; this
reality is destroying me. Letting go of something or someone has always been very
difficult me, but the reality that I needed to let go became very obvious to me after
engaging in the professional development retreat through the Academy for Leaders in
2017. To let go means that we are walking into something scary and filled with
uncertainty. It means embracing what is perhaps even more uncomfortable then we are
already experiencing.
The paradox of healing is that it is both holding on and letting go. . .We hold onto an
old way of being because the self still resides there, and we let go to a new way of
being so that the self can live on. (Fumia, 2003, 167)
This paradox is beautiful but unachievable if we are not in a position to let go and move
forward. I was for many years. It was not until I reached the deepest part of my abyss that
I realized the need to let go and move forward.
A large part of letting go was rooted in the denial of death that existed in my ‘dream
job.’ Researchers contend that changes in our work-related identity (WRI), or when our
identity is defined and connected to our occupation, often require us to silence our current
realities and meaning of self to move on to new meanings (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar,
2010). Injuries that we suffer at work can open us up to an irreparable loss of identity in
our work roles (Maitlis, 2009). The perceptions that I had about the inauthentic responses
from our administration, a huge lack of trust and respect for individuals, and the feelings
of being violated at work made me feel less like a ‘good’ teacher, which fundamentally is
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part of who I am. Some researchers contend that when we find ourselves teetering
between “who I was” and “who I am becoming,” instability in our identity occurs, thus
causing damage to ourselves if we cannot navigate this period (Dutton et al., 2010). Just
as it is critically important for our students to feel safe and supported at school, faculty
need the same. I did not feel I could navigate this space well, and that was destroying me.
Letting go also meant allowing the death of my expectations for myself. It meant
living in fear, pain, and loss to escape it. I struggled with letting go of the expectations of
myself that I had created and lived by. Brown (2012) speaks a lot about women and
shame and says how second to appearance, women shame themselves because of
motherhood. “Society views womanhood and motherhood as inextricably bound;
therefore, our value as women is often determined by where we are in relation to our
roles as mothers or potential mothers” (p. 86-87). A critical component of the social
construction of femininity is this ideology of motherhood (Choi, Henshaw, Baker, &
Tree, 2005). While the idea of motherhood is a blessing and gift for many women, it is
ripe with shattered realities and shame for others who cannot be mothers (Layne, 1997).
There are so many pressures that women are expected to take on. Women are
expected to be perfect without appearing to work towards this perfection (Brown, 2012).
There are crazy expectations that women should be able to work a 50-hour plus
workweek, filled with high levels of stress, look thin and fit, be pleasant and kind at
work, and maintain a work/life balance. This is beyond unrealistic. When factoring in
major life crises like the loss of a pregnancy, emergency surgery, and loss of reproductive
organs, this only further compounds the ability to live up to the expectations that society
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has for us and that we have set for ourselves. There are so many issues threatening
women in the academy – the pay gap, inadequate maternity leave, “stop the clock”
policies that help men to take time to have children but punish women, and sexual
harassment. This does not even begin to factor in the societal pressure that women place
on themselves.
While the humanities departments have a majority of women faculty, many men hold
positions of power. Hence, as women, we tell ourselves and society tells us that to be
equal or have power, we have to jump through hoops that many of those men have not
had to. I was guilty of letting these societal ideologies define who I am and where I am
going. This is terrible. All it did was rip me to shreds at my deepest core. I did not want
to be a woman who worked a ridiculous work schedule while trying desperately to have
some semblance of a life outside of work. Just because I did not have a child, it did not
mean that aspects of my life were less important. I needed to let go of always going
above and beyond because, truthfully, my minimum was better than many peoples’ best.
There was so much pressure to measure up against others in academia. Denying the death
of these expectations thrust upon us is not easy. It is a risk. When I was suffering greatly
in other aspects of my life, it was not a risk that I was ready for.
February 12, 2020. Everything in life is connected. In my field notes and reflections
from my data, I see this idea. Everything in my life is rooted in my identity and my
struggles. The disconnection is rooted in my identity. I say that “if the roots of our tree
are dying or poisoned, the leaves or growth is dying” in one field note, and in another, I
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reflect on how the use of data has allowed confirmation of how connected everything
truly is:
What I’m seeing is how much it’s all interconnected. And, really I guess this is what I
ultimately want to see. Because, I’ve said this so many times that we live
interconnected lives. How could I possibly disconnect my personal struggles from my
professional self? And, how could I possibly disconnect who I am – fundamentally –
professional – a teacher – from my personal self? It is really like a helix. It’s all
connected. No wonder why both my lives were falling into darkness. I couldn’t just
fix one. They both needed support and healing. It’s obvious. And, I recognized this,
but to see it in data is pretty powerful. What an interesting and unique way to see this
[to reflect on our experiences in life through a qualitative inquiry].
Much of the disconnection in my identity was interrelated and founded in disconnections
from greater meaning and purpose in life. Greater meaning and purpose in life is a large
part of my identity.
I tried hard to accept the fact that everyone struggles. I tried to understand my
suffering and accept that it is just a part of humanity. We have to take the good and bad, I
would tell myself. We have to learn that experiencing pain releases pain. We have to
celebrate the past and release it. It was not that easy. There was a gnawing parasite that
continued to feed on my fears, uncertainties, and pain. I was too stricken by fear to allow
myself to let go of something that I knew was disconnecting me from my identity as a
teacher, woman, and meaning and purpose in my life. How could I learn to have the
courage to say that I was not okay? How could I expose my vulnerability? How could I
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let go of the expectation that I had to be perfect or ‘just so’? Could I move away from a
person who so often seeks to please others? Could I be okay in my skin and body? How
could I find time for life and not just work? How could I be a teacher and not violate
myself with being overworked? Is there any chance that I can find sanctuary in my busy
days? When will I ever feel physically healthy? Will I ever find a way to release my
emotional darkness? How can I be healthy if I can’t even walk? Will I ever feel like I
belong? Will I ever feel safe? Many questions plagued me, looming under the bed, ready
to attack at any moment. I needed answers and a path towards the light. I would find it.
The Climax is Complete
Having journeyed through the beginning, rising action, and the climax of my story, I
have attended to Research Question One: What professional and personal struggles have
occurred in my life as a university teacher. My findings detail my struggles. It was at the
darkest point of my story, the climax, that I realized that I needed something to shine a
light in my world. This light came through the self-care that I began to practice and is
illuminated next in Chapter Seven.
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Chapter Seven
Stepping into the Light: A World of Full Technicolor
“You’ve always had the power my dear, you just had to learn it for yourself.”
- The Wizard of Oz
(LeRoy, 1939)

Figure 16: Photographs combine in a spectrum of color to
represent Stepping into the Light: A World of Full Technicolor.
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Figure 17: Photographs combine in a spectrum of color to represent
Stepping into the Light: A World of Full Technicolor.
I am imagining a photograph in my mind. When my sister and I were little kids, we
would religiously watch the same movies over and over. My mom and dad were
divorced, and we would often find ourselves alone during the day and at night. We lived
with my mom, who worked a full-time job in the day and would often work a second job
in the evenings and on the weekends. We would pop in a VHS and plop down on the
couch for hours on end. One of the movies we watched was The Wizard of Oz, the story
of Dorothy, a girl from Kansas who finds herself transported to the far-off Land of Oz by
a tornado. Dorothy seeks refuge in her home, only to see herself violently uprooted and
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swirling in a vortex of sepia tones on the black and white film. The musical score
escalates as the house begins falling back to the earth. The music comes to a halt. All is
quiet. We see Dorothy looking around the house wide-eyed as she approaches the door to
go outside. The door opens, birds are chirping, and a symphonic rendition of
“Somewhere over the rainbow” begins as we see the strange world of Oz transition us to
a world of full technicolor. A literary critic might analyze the story to uncover the themes
of hidden strengths, relationships, feminism, and the journey home or towards
enlightenment on the often-perilous path of the Yellow Brick Road.
My plot, too, unearthed through my data, reveals this theme of searching for
connection or light – finding a way home, reconnecting with my hidden strengths,
reconnecting with strong and uplifting relationships, and reconnecting with the power
within my own body. I had to hit rock bottom before I understood how to pick myself up.
I had to suffer the greatest of disconnections to understand the importance of
reconnecting myself. This meant learning that I always had the power within myself, but
perhaps it had just been silenced in the darkness.
Introduction
This is the point in my story that represents the falling action of a plotline. We are
past the climax of my story, where I found myself in complete darkness and hopelessness,
where I felt utterly disconnected from myself, others, and the world, but in the end, I
began to see some light. We are beginning to wrap up the narrative and are coming
towards closure. This is the part of my story where I step into the light and let the world
of a full range of colors stream back in. This part of my story voices the importance of
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connection in my life as a woman and teacher. This part of my story addresses Research
Question Two, what self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and personally,
and Research Question Three, how have self-care practices impacted professional and
personal struggles. My findings are presented as thematic representations of the self-care
that I engaged in and present how these self-care practices helped me to overcome my
professional and personal struggles.
As noted in my literature review, there is not one singular definition of self-care. It
can be engaging in practices that support well-being and holistic health or engaging in
practices that support the self (Lee & Miller, 2013). It has been defined as “lifestyle
choices and workplace adaptations” (Cox & Steiner, 2013, p. 33) and awareness and
attention to our basic physiological and emotional needs (Cook-Cottone, 2017). What is
clear in the literature is that self-care is something that is most successfully practiced and
achieved through individuation and that which is established in a routine (Cook-Cottone,
2017). I see self-care as the conscious awareness of practices and routines that supported
and sustained my complete health and well-being. It is a place that I see as belonging and
a feeling of home in myself, with others, and in the world around me. When analyzing
my data, I was interested in whether this self-care was macro-self-care or ‘big stuff’ such
as exercise and healthy social interactions (Bush, 2015) or micro-self-care or new
practices incorporated as daily practices (Bain, 2011). I categorized self-care as “macro”
if it occupied larger amounts of my time. This included exercise and vacations. I see
macro self-care as something that fuels me and gives me breaks. Practices that I see as
“micro” self-care take up little time but are practiced as a ritual or habit. These acts of
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self-care included practices that propelled me into living healthier and more positively in
more digestible daily ways. I see both macro and micro self-care as opportunities to
improve my overall health and well-being. The following chart illustrates examples of the
self-care I engaged in professionally and personally (See Table 8 and 9).

Table 8: Professional Self-Care
Professional Self-Care

Category

Example

Professional Development
Doctoral Coursework
(Aesthetics in Education)

Macro/Micro
Micro/Macro

- Arts integration in the classroom
- CRISPA (a perceptual teaching and learning
framework that relies on the use of
Connections, Risk-Taking, Imagination,
Sensory Experience, Perceptivity, and Active
Engagement)

Professional Development
Doctoral Coursework
(Aesthetics & SEL)

Micro

Micro
Micro/Macro

- “The Five Dimensions of Engaged Teaching: A
Practical Guide for Educators”
- Mindfulness: Mindful breathing (body scans);
mindful awareness (forest bathing); gratitude
exercises
- Brené Brown books
- Daily journaling

Micro
Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro
Micro/Macro

-

Journal to the Self
Institute for Creative Teaching
Academy for Leaders, Center for
Courage & Renewal

Micro

Micro
Micro/Macro
Reflective Writing

Macro

Saying “No” at work

Micro

Building up positive relationships

Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Macro
Macro
Micro/Macro

Bringing art into the classroom
Encouraging my own art
Circle of Trust Touchstones
Headspace Application on cellular phone
Finding moments of sanctuary in busy workday
(listening to music, coloring, and mindful
eating, between classes instead of checking
emails)
- Playing music as ritual in my classrooms
- Audiobooks to ease stress of commute and
bring more joy into life (fiction & non-fiction)
- Annual reviews, reappointment, and promotion
- Not logging into work email after 8 pm or on
weekends
- Saying no to additional committee work
- Turning away from negative relationships
- Having happy hour with co-workers
- Social gatherings
- SEL group for faculty
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Table 9: Personal Self-Care
Personal Self-Care

Category

Example

Exercise

Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro

-

Micro/Macro
Macro
Macro
Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro
Micro/Macro
Micro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Macro
Macro
Macro
Micro
Micro
Macro
Micro/Macro
Macro

Walking
Physical Therapy (balance; strengthening;
flexibility; needling)
- Exercise classes (power drumming; stretching)
- Weight training
- Fitbit
- Less alcohol consumption
- Less junk food
- Fitbit – recording water & creating a food diary
- Vitamins & supplements to strengthen
immunity
- Vitamins & supplements to increase quality of
sleep
- Mindfulness (focused breathing exercises for
insomnia)
- Audiobooks instead of bluescreen on phone or
computer
- Allowing napping
- Acupuncture
- Therapeutic Massage
- Dry needling
- Daily journaling
- Audio recording on walks
- Gratitude journals
- Headspace
- Breathing exercises for insomnia
- Gardening
- Photography
- Painting
- House projects
- Ukulele Lessons
- Coloring
- Volunteer work
- Fostering dogs
- Individual sessions with professionals

Micro/Macro
Macro
Macro
Micro/Macro
Macro
Micro/Macro

-

Micro/Macro

Diet & Nutrition

Sleep & Rest

Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro
Micro/Macro

Alternative Healthcare Practices

Journaling & Reflection

Mindfulness

Art

Acts of Altruism
Therapy & Counseling
Saying “No”
Building up positive relationships

Spirituality

Not using cell phone after 8 pm
Turning away from negative relationships
Vacations with Jon
Walks with Rolo
Reconnecting with family & friends
Convening with nature (walks outside; trips to
the river; camping)

In Lyman Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, he says, “No matter how
dreary and gray our homes are, we people of flesh and blood would rather live there than
220

in any other country…There is no place like home” (2009, p. 44). I have always been
aware that “home” is not a physical place and that “home” is most certainly our state of
reality, but my realization that being at “home” in myself was most fully actualized
through my practice of self-care over the last few years in my life. Home does not have to
be the most beautiful place; it just has to be a place where you feel at home. I suppose
that throughout my whole life, I have practiced self-care on some level, but it was not
until I completed writing the beginning, rising action, and the climax of this story that I
connected the dimensions that fed into my complete or total self-care in this time. The
self-care that I engaged in brought me back to a world of connection. The titles that I use
to present my self-care link back to my beginning, rising action, and climax. Four themes
formed the essence of my self-care or I what think supported a HOLE in my life: 1) Herz
– Connecting with Heart, 2) Ola - Connecting with Physical Health: Living the Good
Life, 3) Lăoshī – Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live, and 4)

Energía –Connecting with Energy: The Wonder Within. First, I invite my audience to
journey with me through each theme of self-care. Then I present my themes in
connection to the literature as I have done in the climax of my story.
Inspiration for the names of these themes came from my lived experiences with
different languages and cultures. It is from my dad teaching us about life growing up
abroad in Turkey and living in his twenties in Japan. It is from my mom’s large Hispanic
gatherings with all the women and girls congregating in my grandma’s small kitchen to
roll enchiladas. It is from the Hawaiian warmth of Ohana bringing an amalgamation of
friends and food together on a beach. It is from dancing with Muslim students during
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celebrations on campus. It is from sharing an American Thanksgiving tradition with 14 of
my undergraduate students at some small restaurant in Tianjin. World cultures and
languages shape my life. I honor this through the names I have chosen for these themes.
Although I present these themes as unique or distinct, they are inseparable – they are
intertwined and connected; they complement one another; they create balance and
harmony. Just as the elements of well-designed composition in a photograph create
harmony, each theme works in unison to tell a tale - a photograph of balance in my life. I
now present the four themes of my self-care.
Herz – Connecting with Heart
“Real isn't how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It's a thing that happens to you.
When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY
loves you, then you become Real.”

Figure 18: Images present the theme of Herz – Connecting with Heart
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“Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.
“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful.
“When you are Real you don't mind being hurt.”
― Margery Williams Bianco, Velveteen Rabbit (1975)

Figure 19: Images present the theme of Herz – Connecting with Heart
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In German, the word Herz can be used for heart, soul, and courage. "Du, du liegst mir
im Herzen" ("You, you are in my heart") is a German song my dad’s grandpa would sing.
I see Herz - Connecting with Heart as the positive emotions of my community and within
myself that lifted my heart and helped me weather storms. It is what is in my heart.
Emotions govern our lives, and we are filled with positive emotions that guide us and
sustain us in life. Many scholars, throughout time, have debated how many emotions
humans have. Aristotle, for example, purported there were 14 emotions: fear, confidence,
anger, friendship, calm, enmity, shame, shamelessness, pity, kindness, envy, indignation,
emulation, and contempt (Dow, 2011). Aristotle believed that happiness was likened to
human flourishing, as it was more about reaching our potentials and a question of
changing our behaviors and attitudes. Prominent psychologist Robert Plutchik (2001)
argued there are only eight basic emotions that exist: joy, sadness, trust, disgust, fear,
anger, surprise, and anticipation. He believed, much like a color wheel, emotions
overlapped. Psychologist Barbara Fredrickson (2013), believes our happiness or the
“positive emotions” that guide us include ten most common positive emotions - joy,
gratitude, serenity, interest, hope, amusement, pride, inspiration, awe, and love. Positive
emotions can be thought of as happiness and love. Seligman (2002), father of positive
psychology, purports that happiness is comprised of pleasure, engagement, and meaning.
He believes that there are three paths to happiness: 1) the pleasant life, 2) the good life;
and 3) the meaningful life. The first two paths are guided by our emotions, and the last is
our higher purpose in life or what we think of us as spirituality. Herz - Connecting with
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Heart encompasses the first two paths that are guided by our emotions. Fredrickson
(2013) furthers this idea when she explains that we are guided by love:
Love is a momentary upwelling of three tightly interwoven events: First, a sharing of
one or more positive emotions between you and another; second, a synchrony
between your and the other person’s biochemistry and behaviors; and third, a
reflected motive to invest in each other’s well-being that brings mutual care. (p. 17)
When I learned to open myself up, this is the heart and love that my community cradled
me in. This is what I needed. Seventy years of evidence reports that our relationships
with people matter and matter more than anything else in the world; in fact, we need
social relationships to thrive (Diner & Diner, 2008). They believe that when we can count
on our community to help lift us up, we multiple our emotional, intellectual, and physical
resources. This leads to a greater capacity to bounce back from struggles, accomplish
more, and feel greater sense of purpose. The disconnections I suffered with my
community made me sink to depths that I had never felt before. Realizing that my
community was there and seeking them out was a huge part of my self-care because no
matter how many emotions we truly have or how scholars have perceived positive
emotions and happiness, I believe that we are feeling beings, not thinking beings. While
many of our thoughts and behaviors are informed by our minds, I believe our hearts
govern our lives. The idea of Herz - Connecting with Heart is embodied in this
understanding and encompasses emotions that guide connection, care, and compassion,
and this is what fills my heart.
Feelings of connection, care, and compassion come in many forms. Sometimes we
feel none, but sometimes they creep in the most unexpected ways. I got a card in the mail
today from my dad and Katherine. It was different than how my dad has communicated
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with us most of my life. It was full of so many emotions. I see him becoming more
outwardly emotional as he ages. When I was growing up, I knew that my dad loved me,
but he was not the kind of man that wore his heart on his sleeve. As a child, I felt
awkward hugging my parents and sister. Something about it made me feel weird. I was a
lot like my dad in that way. I remember one year when I was like seven years old and
were visiting my grandma in California, we asked my mom and dad to kiss, and they said
no in disgust. My mom and her family are nothing like this. The second you walk in a
room, you hug and kiss everyone, and the moment you leave, you do the same. If you
miss one of these steps, it is awkward and feels like you have done the family wrong.
There has never been a moment in my life that I have not known how much my mom
loves me; she tells me every day, sometimes several times a day. I know that I can turn to
my dad, stepmom, mom, and stepdad for anything, but my mom has been better at
expressing her love than my dad. The letter today was the most profoundly expressed
offer of care, compassion, and connection anyone has attempted with me right now, and I
am so grateful. I learned that I needed people explicitly expressing sympathy but, more
importantly, demonstrating empathy during my struggles. I need community. These
people are examples of a community that fills me with heart.
May 21, 2008. It is week eight of the term. I am incredibly stressed and overwhelmed
because of my heavy teaching load, the uncertainty of almost everything in my life, and
this ridiculous course that I am taking. I am supposed to put a dissertation proposal
together for the Ed.D. in less than ten weeks. The expectations are unrealistic and
stretching me beyond what is healthy or possible. I know that it is not in my bandwidth
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and yet had to submit my Chapter Three tonight. When I was driving home, after this
long and gruelingly emotional day of work and this doctoral course, I called my mom. I
call my mom almost every day and always when I am driving home after late nights of
teaching or doctoral courses. I cried to her and expressed my frustration with the course
and the ludicrous expectations of trying to write an entire three chapters of a dissertation
proposal in a matter of ten weeks and to be ready to defend it in June. I know that the
proposal is mostly junk. How could it be anything else when I have only been working on
it for seven weeks? Most doctoral students spend a year or years just working a literature
review, and I am being asked to write all three chapters in less than ten weeks, I say
frustratingly to my mom. It does not make sense, and I feel unprepared to write a
proposal as this is the first course I have taken that is supposed to prepare me for this
process. Two weeks ago, I just returned from my second Academy for Leaders retreat
and am questioning why I am pushing so hard to get this Ed.D. done. I guess the only real
reason is to move on from the toxic work environment that I felt like I am in. I am at a
point where I think the only option will be to switch to a Ph.D. and give myself the actual
time a dissertation deserves and requires. It is just too much pressure, I say to my mom. It
is making me cry almost daily, and I am so frustrated. My mom listens, truly listens, as
she always does. She supports me as she always does. She loves me unconditionally, as
she always does. I tell my mom I am ready to quit. Quit the dissertation. Quit my job. I
am over it all. She does not give me advice. She is just there. She is always there with
open arms and ears.
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I tell a peer in another doctoral class at another time that she the person who is my
best listener. The woman is surprised because she says she does not have the same
relationship with her mom. She says I am lucky. I know this. To have people who
genuinely listen and that we can connect with is something that I have always valued. I
see now that I have taken it for granted. I tell her this one night when I am driving home,
and she tells me that it is the best thing I have ever said to her. Connections like this
matter. We need to trust people in our lives like this, and we should not trust everyone.
Brown (2010) warns us that we do not want people to listen but not really hear us. This
creates a cycle of sympathy but no empathy. Many times in my life, I have allowed this
type of relationship to be okay. Sometimes, I have trusted people who violated my trust. I
listen to others, but their listening is shallow. I am a helper. It is who I am. I placed too
much value on being the helper and failed to ask for help from those I trust. Forming and
sustaining relationships with people who really listen and hear us has been a great lesson.
These relationships fill my heart and lift me up, and I cannot get by without them.
I am blessed with more than one person in my community that fills my heart with
positivity. Many times from 2014 to now, I have called my friend Laura. She is one of
these people. We talk about our dissertations, the classes we teach, the classes we are
taking, our jobs, our aspirations in life, and our relationships with our family and friends.
I am thankful she directed me to the Academy for Leaders, so I could begin journeying
inward. She was the first person I called when I defended my dissertation proposal. She
was the first person I called when I resigned from my full time teaching position. She was
the first person who knew about my miscarriage. I love her. She has been my cheerleader
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in this dissertation process and in helping me to figure out whether I should resign from
my full-time position at RMU. She has helped me think about how to live more
courageously and honestly.
My cousin Jackie is one of these people. She is my kindred spirit. We joke that like
the song from the Patty Duke Show theme, we look alike, we laugh alike, and sometimes
we even talk alike. We’re cousins, identical cousins. She has been a constant in my life
over the last ten years. I call her when I need support or just to chat. I am there for her
when others are not, and she acts the same for me. She physically gave me a safe place to
rest on long days when I could not drive home because my walking boot and knee scooter
made it impossible to drive home or find somewhere. She gave me a place to rest when
my teaching schedule and doctoral courses had me away from my house for 11-hour
days. She helped shuffle me on my butt to make my way down the stairs into her
apartment, just so I could prop up my foot on her couch and eat some pozole, a traditional
Mexican soup, and find restoration for a few hours. We need people like this, and I love
her for this. She is my community. She exudes kindness, compassion, and care.
Jon is one of these people. I crave this from him. He is the first person I want to talk
to when something exciting or bad happens. He is the person I want to cuddle and
console me. He made us dinner many nights because I worked late or was taking doctoral
courses late at night. He provided us sustenance. He drove me to work as much as he
could when I was out of commission because of my broken foot. He dressed me and
helped me to the bathroom every day on our honeymoon in the South Pacific because my
wrist was broken. It was not romantic, but it was compassionate and caring. He laughed
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and said that I would need to return the favor when he was in his 80s. He was the one
who slept in a separate bed with his hand on Rolo to ensure he was breathing when he
was near death and recovering from Parvo. I could not do it because of the pregnancy
loss, and the loss of my fallopian tube and the stress were too much for me. He carried
the weight. He supported us. He listened to me many days and nights and reinforced my
decision to move on from the violation of being overworked, underappreciated, and
disrespected at work. He is carrying us now that I am only teaching as an adjunct and am
stretched financially. He reassures me that tomorrow is another day. He is a good person
– a very good person. One of our songs is “Lady” sung by Kenny Rogers, and it makes
me laugh to think that he’s my knight in shining armor, and I love him. He is not my
savior; he is my sidekick who walks beside me many times. We are partners, and
knowing this helps. He is my best friend. He is my person. He is my community. I want
him, I need him, and I love him for this.
Honestly, there are so many wonderful people who have touched my life with their
warmth and light like my mom, stepdad, dad, stepmom, sister, family, and friends. When
I was in my darkest place, I thought these people were not there for me. The truth was
that I was not there for myself and so seeing these other people was impossible. I lost
relationships with some people in my community who did not bring me warmth and light
and have since let go of, but I also strengthened others and connected with new ones.
More importantly, I found self-care that helped me connect with my community and with
myself through the connections I feel in my heart.
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I learned important lessons that allowed my heart to open and bring in positive
emotions. From the Academy for Leaders, I learned the importance of giving and
receiving welcome. When we can do this, we support our learning and the learning of
others. We support our hearts, and this connects to ourselves, others, and the world. I
know now that this is an essential part of the connections that I feel with my community.
The ways in which I supported and sustained my heart factored into my self-care. I
realized that I first needed to practice care for myself, and this would allow me to care for
others and the world around me. Acts of self-care that supported myself included making
a conscious effort to reconnect with myself, self-love, and self-compassion. I questioned
what was important to me and looked for ways to bring this into my life. I did this in
small, manageable bites that could be incorporated into my daily life. I chose one month,
and I wrote a journal list of 30 things that were important to me and me alone. I focused
on self-love. This included things like making it a priority to do things for me. I started
forcing myself to get outside and walk, even when bitterly cold, just to connect with
nature and get moving. I set small, reachable goals like moving three days a week or
limiting my alcohol intake to four drinks a week. I made decisions to devote five minutes
of each day to mindfulness. I chose to turn off my cell phone two hours before bed and
not check emails on weeknights and weekends. I began gratitude journaling – writing
three things that I was grateful every day. I started to read for pleasure and listen to my
favorite songs daily in moments of sanctuary. Anything that would fill my heart, I
employed. I reconnected with my passion for photography. I painted with Jon on the
patio on sunny days. I connected with a local animal shelter to begin fostering dogs. I had
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heard on some morning talk show in 2017 that acts of altruism could increase overall
happiness. Literature suggests that our well-being and physical health are improved
through giving and volunteer work (Luks, 1992). One thing that I have always cared a lot
about have been animals, so in 2017, we started fostering dogs and puppies through a
local non-profit organization. Caring for our first foster, a two-year-old mom whose
puppies had been weaned off her the day we took her in was severely emaciated, clearly
neglected, and abused. Caring for her and watching her suffer daily almost broke me. We
were confident she would never stop having diarrhea or vomiting. We were convinced
that no one would adopt her each time we brought her to an adoption event and took her
home the same day. Who would adopt her when there were crates full of bouncing,
healthy, adorable puppies? I cried and wondered why something like this could happen to
a sweet pup. I cried because I did not understand why this was our first foster. Wasn’t
fostering supposed to make me happier? I was heartbroken every day. Eventually,
someone did adopt her, and I knew I had helped this pup find a permanent home.
Fostering gave me purpose and meaning. It filled my heart with love. I was caring for
another life. I was a mother to a little one who truly needed me. Fostering made my heart
swell with positive emotions.
Other aspects came through my effort to make small changes in the planet. My care
for the world included making the conscious effort to go zero waste in my bathroom and
kitchen through the reduction of plastic consumption. While it is not easy to reduce the
amount of plastic we consume, I made the conscious effort to stop buying products for
my bathroom and kitchen that were in plastic. My shampoo, conditioner, and cleaning
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supplies come from a local zero waste shop that allows me to refill containers. I stopped
buying makeup unless it came in metal containers. We reuse yogurt and salad containers
to grow seedlings. It may seem like a small measure in the grand scheme of the planet. I
know this, but the tiny actions I am taking makes me feel like I am doing my best to care
for as much as I can, and this fills my heart. I am more aware and try to fill my heart with
positive emotions now because of the self-care that fills my heart. I needed it because of
the disconnection that I endured. I need to connect my life to heart.
Ola - Connecting with Physical Health: Living the Good Life

Adversity is like a strong wind. I don't mean just
that it holds us back from places we might otherwise
go. It also tears away from us all but the things that
cannot be torn, so that afterward we see ourselves as
we really are, and not merely as we might like to be.
― Arthur Golden, Memoirs of a Geisha
(2008, p. 348)

Figure 20: Photographs reflect the idea of Ola - Connecting with
Physical Health: Living the Good Life
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Figure 21: Photographs reflect the idea of Ola - Connecting with
Physical Health: Living the Good Life
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When I was a sophomore in college, I moved to Hawaii to finish my undergraduate
degree. It is one of the best decisions I ever made. The seven or so years that I lived there
were some of the happiest and healthiest years of my life. In Hawaiian “maika`i (“myee-kah'ee”) ola!” loosely translates to “here’s to living the good life.” It is a
reminder to ground ourselves in the present and appreciate what we have in front of
us. Ola in Hawaiian can mean life, alive, health, healthy, recovered, survive, and thrive.
For me, Ola – Connecting with Physical Health centers on feeling well or healthy
and being appreciative for the health that I have and not the limitations that I might
have. The elements of this theme take shape from the research that I have done on
holistic education. Models that come from indigenous populations place importance
on the physical dimension of one’s life often (Cajete, 1994; Morcom, 2017; Nava,
2001). Connecting with my physical health and the physical dimension of my self care was impossible to do without feeling well and healthy, and I see this now as I
have been able to analyze and reflect on all my data. I learned that just as water is life,
and without it, we cannot survive, my physical health was critical to recovery,
functioning, and surviving. I have learned that although my body may limit me
sometimes, I should not allow it to defeat me. I learned to embrace my physical
conditions and limitations better. I should not wallow in darkness because of physical
limitations. I see the light peeking through the clouds of darkness as I embrace this more.
October 2018. “I keep forgetting the physical,” I tell my friend Laura as I am driving
home from work one day. Initially, I had planned on conducting a dissertation about four
university teachers who were inspired by holistic education, and in my literature review,
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many researchers seemed to leave out the physical dimension. There was much focus on
the intellectual, social, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of support in holistic
education. It was only among the “alternative worldviews” that the physical dimension
consistently appeared.
May 22, 2019. A two-minute audio-recorded journal on my phone describes the
feeling of understanding how critical my physical health is to my complete self-care:
The real big central theme is that you can’t be whole without the physical dimension.
I keep forgetting the physical dimension. I had the social and emotional and
intellectual and the spiritual. And, when the physical isn’t in tune with all of the other
dimensions, you’ll never be whole. I think that for me that was the key. When the
ectopic pregnancy happened and I lost of part of me and part of what made me me –
being a woman and the capacity to give life and share in that communal bond with
other women, society. When that was taken away from me, I was not whole. I was
left wandering. And, to complicate things even further, being on the methotrexate,
maybe was healthy and unhealthy because I didn’t have the option to numb my pain
with alcohol, and so instead, I started to numb my pain with food. Now, I am thirty
pounds overweight. My foot has been broken for two years, and I am soooo not
physically healthy. It’s really hard to be whole when all those dimensions aren’t
working together.
In my recording, I hear an echo of pain and frustration clearly present in my voice, trying
not to break into full crying. Without a healthy physical reality, I could not pick myself
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up and thrive. I desperately needed to either be physically well or to accept my reality
and move forward. I did eventually. I had to.
So, how did I pull myself back up? What self-care practices did I engage in that
supported my physical health and well-being? How did this help me to overcome
struggles in my life? Much of the physical self-care I engaged in from 2016-2019 was
largely impacted by my physical health, limitations, and rehabilitation. Although I have
suffered from underlying chronic health issues from a very early age and continue to
suffer from what seems to be random or related health issues, 2016-2019 was a
particularly difficult time for me because of my physical health. My physical self-care is
rooted in the ability to be physically well and is a crucial aspect of my whole self-care. I
found that when elements within this dimension were threatened, the effort it took to
overcome professional and personal struggles was near impossible. I suspect because I
have always struggled with physical health in my life, I place a lot of value on it. My data
tells the tale of the importance of my physical health in supporting everything else in my
life. I see that it must take precedence even over family. The physical self-care that I
engaged from 2016-2019 included 1) physical therapy, rehabilitation, and exercise, 2)
sleep and rest, 3) diet and nutrition, 4) and alternative healthcare practices.
Physical therapy, rehabilitation, and exercise
Much of my data highlights the physical therapy and rehabilitation that I engaged in
because of my broken foot. This included balance exercises like standing on one foot,
creating a tripod with the centers of my foot, holding a pose for 15 seconds, and
beginning to increase the time I stood on one foot and moving up to closing my eyes
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while standing on one foot. More advanced balance exercises included balancing on one
foot on a bosu ball while doing squats. My physical therapy for my foot also included
strengthening the toe joint. I was asked to complete several at-home exercises that used
resistance bands. I was asked to do toe raises. I was told to start walking and make a
concerted effort of using my big toe and pushing off with all of my toes. For a long time,
I avoided putting much pressure on my toes and had gotten used to walking without
pushing off on my toes. Trying a new normal created constant shin splints and tight
muscles throughout my body. It was a battle to walk without pain.
The hope of the balance, strength, and flexibility exercises was getting me back to a
better place, though. While I have engaged in all of this care, I would sadly say that I am
still not back to near normal. My foot still frequently bothers me; in fact, it is hurting now
as I am sitting here typing this. When they did surgery to clean up the joint and remove
fragmented bone on both sides of the joint, they discovered that I have no cartilage left in
the joint. The surgeon told me after surgery that he wished that he had known how bad
things were because I would have been an ideal candidate for cartilage replacement. The
imaging did not reveal how bad things were, so he did his best to clean up the broken
bones and instead created microfractures in the surrounding bones to create artificial
cartilage of sorts. This was not super successful, in my opinion, as I am often reminded
when I consciously push off on my toes or when I walk too many miles that I have no
cartilage. My foot becomes swollen and painful. It is a new baseline for me. What I have
learned is that I have to push through and get out and walk because I feel better overall
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when I do, even if my foot hurts. Walking has helped to make me feel more normal and
has brought a positive routine to my life.
I used to think that running was the only way that I felt like I had worked out. It got
my heart pumping and helped give me a space of solitude to work out issues of the day.
Learning my physical limitations was difficult, but living by them was even harder. There
were so many days over the last few years that I voiced my frustration with my limited
mobility because of my broken foot. Just cleaning the house was impossible when I was
in a knee-high walking boot and forced to use a knee scooter or crutches. Jon and I
knocked a painting off the wall at one of our favorite restaurants because scootering
through the tiny old house was tricky. It was frustrating and embarrassing at the moment.
Teaching became a challenge because I could not drive to work. I had to take Lyft and
Uber or have Jon drive me. This took control over driving my own car out of my hands. I
had to end class early and began class late to move from one part of campus to another. I
could not stand or walk around in class. I would sit at a desk and teach sitting down. It
was awkward and uncomfortable. Restroom stalls became a daily challenge. Uneven
sidewalks and snowy and icy walkways were a battle. Exercise was too difficult. I grew
frustrated as I gained weight because I could not do any cardio activity. I felt like there
were so few options, and none of them satisfied my need to exercise.
Before my foot surgery, I tried exercise classes at the local recreation center for
seniors because they were low impact or no impact. I tried breathing, stretching classes,
and power drumming. The only class that I consistently went to for ten weeks was power
drumming because it seemed to release tension and stress while also getting my heart rate
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elevated a little. It was silly and fun. I was surrounded by women at least 20 years older,
who would help me modify movements so I could do the class in a walking boot. I felt
safe in that environment. I could not keep up the routine because my teaching schedule
changed, and I was no longer free on Mondays at 4 pm. I was disappointed and frustrated
by this. Exercise became sporadic and unhelpful again – both physically and mentally. I
needed a routine, the consistency to support my body and mind.
January 2018. We adopted our dog Rolo. Puppies are full of energy, and this was
even true for our recovering Parvo pup. Out of the sheer need to support his well-being, I
began to walk him daily. We started with short five or ten minute walks. These walks got
me moving. I see that this was the most important thing. I did not have to run. I could
walk. I could hike again, maybe, someday down the road.
After my 12-week post-op, I was given the okay to start walking. I walked short fiveminute loops in my neighborhood. I started walking with Jon on trips to Home Depot.
Eventually, I resumed daily activities and chores, but recreational activities seemed to be
too far off to grasp. Walking replaced running because running is too painful for me. In
2019, I began to weight lift two days a week. This was something new for me, and I
actually started to notice definition in my arms and a more positive psyche. The routine
made me accountable as I saw results in body and mind. I gave myself checkmarks for
meeting my goals in journaling exercises. I could see results over 21 days – a period
chosen because it established routines in life (Achor, 2010).
I am back in a place where I could do household chores like cleaning the house and
gardening. I walk Rolo every day, usually without pain, unless I am really making an
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effort to push off on my toes. We went on a few hikes and snowshoed last year – a huge
improvement from the following year. I walked 15,000+ steps a day for nine days in a
row when on vacation in Croatia last fall in September 2019, though my foot HURT.
Things are looking up. I think my greatest shift has been in my mind. I am not allowing
my physical limitations to prevent me from getting out, and I am accepting that things are
different now. I am no longer going to allow myself to feel trapped. I will walk. I cannot
run, and that’s okay. I will lift weights instead of running. I will hike instead of running. I
will stand up paddleboard instead of running. I can do other things that fulfill the need to
maintain health and well-being through exercise, and this will be enough. It is no surprise
that the American Psychological Association (APA) reports less anxiety, improved mood,
and enhanced mental health as benefits of exercise (Weir, 2011). I see this in my own
experiences.
Sleep
After struggling for months without getting adequate sleep, either because my mind
was racing from sadness, grief, loss, anxiety, and stress or because my leg was
awkwardly propped up on pillows, and I was forced to sleep on my back, I began to seek
support from professionals and friends. One of my close friends gave me an extra bottle
of 5-Hydroxytryptophan (5-HTP), an amino acid that your body naturally produces.
When we are low in this amino acid, there are associations with depression, anxiety,
sleep disorders, and weight gain. She found it was one of the only ways that she could get
sleep and maintain a positive outlook on life during a bout of postpartum depression. One
co-worker suggested I start taking a natural over the counter sleep aid that combined
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Melatonin, Valerian Root, Magnesium, Lavender, Chamomile, and other natural
ingredients. Another co-worker recommended CBD tinctures to reduce anxiety and help
with sleep. Sometimes when my anxiety was very high and too many thoughts pervaded
my mind the second my head hit the pillow, I had to rely on my leftover Alprazolam
prescription that I use for my fear of flying. I call this benzodiazepine my “happy pill”
because even when there is severe turbulence, and I would typically be gripping the seat
for dear life, I find myself thinking wow if I didn’t take my happy pill, I would be
freaking out right now. Alprazolam is commonly used to treat anxiety disorders, panic
disorders, and anxiety caused by depression. On weeks when I found myself incapable of
sleep because of the high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, it was the only thing
that would bring me sleep. The doctors do not typically prescribe this drug to patients
suffering from sleep disorders as they prefer other drugs. I prefer no drugs at all, but
sometimes this is not possible. I would make a bottle of ten pills last me six months or
longer. I did not want to rely on this drug because of its addictive properties, but at times,
it was better to use it and get the sleep I needed then to avoid taking it.
I also knew that exercise helped to maintain better sleep, so I tried to do it as much as
I could. I knew that alcohol caused insufficient sleep, so I tried to avoid it. I started to
practice mindfulness exercises regularly, which helped bring my focus to the present
moment. I tried to listen to audiobooks with eyes shut instead of staring at the blue screen
on my phone or computer. Sometimes this worked. Sometimes it didn’t. Instead of
feeling guilty for napping, I gave in to napping. It was my body telling me I needed the
rest. I started to listen to my body. When I began to remove other stressors in my life like
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too many obligations and tasks at work, I began to sleep better more regularly. When I
resigned from my full time at RMU and submitted my complete draft of my dissertation
proposal, I remember telling Jon it was the best sleep I had in years. I began sleeping
much better because of exercising, eating better, reducing my alcohol intake, removing
stressors in my life, and habitually engaging in mindfulness practices.
Our sleep quality is a critical component in maintaining a healthy life because it is
significantly related to sustaining physical functions (Foreman & Wykle, 1995). Some
research reports decreased pain tolerance in individuals who receive insufficient sleep
(Benedict et al., 2012; Penev, 2012). My foot surgeon told me that it was critically
important that I get sufficient sleep to help reduce inflammation and pain in my foot.
Other researchers have reported that the effects of sleep deprivation are linked to
increased levels of the hormone ghrelin, which controls our appetites (Ram, Seirawan,
Kumar, & Clark, 2010; Knutson & Van Cauter, 2008). The literature indicates that
inadequate sleep is associated with an increase in diets containing carbohydrates and high
levels of fat (Taheri, Lin, Austin, Young, & Mignot, 2004). I know that I relied a lot on
food to make me feel better during this time, and it was not vegetables that I was craving.
I was craving calzones, enchiladas, burritos, and pie – many carb-heavy foods. Although
my inquiry is not quantitative and does not have mass numbers to support my findings, it
is evident that I was struggling to get sufficient sleep, and this was bound to many of the
physical conditions with which I was struggling. Perhaps my lack of adequate sleep was
feeding into my cravings for junk food, and perhaps it was preventing my body from
physically healing, as has been indicated in other studies. Getting adequate sleep helped
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make everything more manageable, but sleep alone was not the only thing that helped
physically.
Diet and nutrition
I suspect I would not shock anyone if I said that our food choices affect our health,
and they impact how we feel. Most of us know that our diet and nutrition are key to
maintaining a healthy weight, reducing our risks of chronic diseases, and promoting our
overall health. Just as most people know this, so did I. I knew that eating dessert daily
was not helping my physical well-being. I knew that overdrinking made sleep worse and
brought an awful feeling the next day. I knew this, but it is hard to change a habit that
you get into because you are feeding your emotions. My mom gave me her old Fitbit in
June 2019. This inspired me to start logging my water intake as well as my food intake.
When I am habitually logging food, I tend to eat healthier. I think that seeing calories and
fat add up is somehow a deterrent in my mind. It also gives me control over something
when so many things other things are spiraling out of control. This has not been
consistent. I would say that I go hard for a couple of months logging things and
controlling things, and then it completely falls to the wayside. I wish that there was an
easier way to do this. I have told my mom that I wished there was an application in which
you could snap of a photograph of your meal, and some software like face recognition
would automatically be able to tell what you ate and add up all the calories and fat. As it
stands, this software doesn’t exist, so keeping myself eating healthy has been more
difficult. I wish I could practice the Japanese tenant of hara hachi bui, eating until you
are 80% full. I remember seeing a video where Japanese ladies are sitting around tables,
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eating together, singing this. It is a reminder to eat slower and consciously focus on the
food and amount that you’re eating. My mother-in-law lives a similar tenant. She
practices eating and not feeling full. This is difficult when my husband and I eat at their
house. We feel like we never get enough food at their house. I feel shame for wanting
more in this type of environment. It is difficult for someone who associates food with
positive experiences and memories. Though Jon and I have returned to eating much
healthier again, controlling how much I eat has always been a struggle for me. My dad
would not let me leave the table until everything was finished as a kid. I remember
staring at warm milk on the dinner table for hours after everyone else had left. I hated
milk then and still do. Portion control is difficult. The measure of control is not easy. I
know that my food intake is one thing that I can take control of, and this would be
positive for my physical and emotional health. I am very conscious about eating lots of
fruit and veggies, lean meats, and healthy carbs like farro and barley. I love the taste of
food and the joy I get in delicious meals we have cooked or meals out. I am more aware
of the need to improve portion control, particularly when tied to social gatherings or
moments of leisure. Eating and drinking need to be balanced, and this is something I
must keep trying to improve. Knowing it is a big step for me.
Alternative healthcare practices
As a complement to more traditional avenues of physical health and wellness, I also
found myself seeking alternative healthcare practices. Western medicine has ignored a
complete picture of my health and ultimately failed me at times. When I shared my data
with my stepmother, Katherine, to ensure consensual agreement, she said my medical
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history confirmed how much Western medicine ignores a holistic picture of health. She
asked if anyone had ever tested me for various autoimmune conditions. We talked about
how all of my issues have to be related and how autoimmune conditions, which often go
undiagnosed, for example, could be the root cause of many of my health issues. The
practice of sharing my data allowed me as a researcher to incorporate important feedback
like this in my study. This speaks to Western medicines’ flaws. Doctors seek to prescribe
antibiotics to solve everything or rush through appointments without even the courtesy of
fully listening to me. The use of “alternative” healthcare practices offers a complimentary
experience to restoring our health. Holistic health can be used to address the whole
person: body, mind, and spirit. I feel like alternative healthcare practitioners listen,
hear, and try to connect everything.
Alternative healthcare practices can include acupuncture, massage, and dry
needling. Acupuncture has been used for treatment for at least 5200 years in China
and is used as a complementary form of medicine in the US. Acupuncture supposes
that our energy moves through meridians (or networks) beneath the skin and within
blood vessels to stimulate balance and health. Our energy flow or Qi can be
disrupted by “anxiety, stress, anger, fear or grief, poor nutrition, weather conditions,
hereditary factors, infections and trauma” (Zijlstra, Van den Berg-de Lange, Huygen,
& Klein, 2003, p. 59). Acupuncturists use needles to attempt to restore the balance
between our physical, emotional, and spiritual centers to increase Qi. I began using
acupuncture when I returned from living in China. I taught English at a Tradit ional
Chinese Medicine (TCM) University in 2009 and 2010, and returned because I was
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suffering from recurrent kidney stones, urinary tract infections, pollution-induced
asthma, and a case of severe sinusitis that had gone unresolved for more than three
months.
Upon returning home, I struggled with chronic unexplained GI conditions, which
were unresolved for more than five years. I initially started acupuncture for my GI
issues because no Western physician could help or figure out what was going on. I
would love to use acupuncture several times a week if I could afford it. I believe in
it. I greatly appreciate the thoughtful and caring practitioners. They work to gather a
comprehensive picture of your health. They do not look to treat the symptom;
instead, they focus on the root of the symptoms and try to paint a holistic picture.
Not many insurance companies cover this alternative health care practice or the ones
that do require a $30 or $40 copay. This quickly adds up when your salary is not
commensurate with the cost of living. One of my co-workers told me about a
community acupuncture center just five minutes from our office. They used a sliding
scale so that appointments could be as low as $20 per visit. I started going at least
once a week. I believe that this helped me with my insomnia, anxiety, stress,
depression, inflammation, and pain. It offered me a quiet spot to relax in a
comfortable reclining chair for 45 minutes or longer each week. I could close my
eyes, focus on my breathing, and listen to some spa-like music in the background. It
was a retreat in my busy life, if nothing else.
In addition to acupuncture, I sometimes splurged on therapeutic massages. Many
of these massages addressed the misalignment in my body because of several years
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of enduring a broken foot and years of recovery. My therapist had me stand in front
of the mirror one day to see that one of my shoulders was sitting higher than the
other, and I had been walking as if I was wearing a platform shoe on one foot. The
massages would be more beneficial if filtered into my routine more regularly. This is
not always possible on a teacher’s salary. Still, on weeks that I had massages, I
always felt relaxed and like I was working to restore my physical health.
These measures of self-care all supported my body and mind. I am healthier
because I have come to understand the importance of this physical dimension of my
complete health and well-being. As I am finishing this dissertation during the
COVID-19 pandemic, I see just how critical sleep, exercise, and diet is to our bodies
and minds. On nights when I cannot sleep, I wake up the next day feeling awful
physically and mentally. I am incapable of functioning. I lost two and a half weeks of
productivity on this dissertation during weeks of inadequate sleep. I had to reach out
to my doctor for anti-anxiety medication because no amount of mindfulness,
progressive muscle relaxation (which I just learned during this time), CBD tinctures,
and holistic sleep aids would suffice. After talking to my friend Tiffany, a counselor,
and my own therapist, I agreed that taking the drug regularly was better than not
getting sleep. The many walks I am taking gives me time to move my body and
process my world. Jon and I are not eating out. We are doing our best with what we
can get at the grocery store. Some weeks we have more options. I have learned that
we need to kind to our bodies. This is an amazing learning. One to carry with me.
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Lăoshī – Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live
“An education is not so much about making a living as making a person.”
― Tara Westover, Educated (2018)

Figure 22: Photographs of Lăoshī – Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn
and Learning portray self-care that fills me as a student and teacher
September, 2009. “Lăoshī, teacher,” Jenny’s tonal voice calls to me in the hallway
after class has ended. Jenny tells me a group of students wants to go to dinner this week. I
am teaching five classes of 50 students each at a university in Tianjin, China, and most
students have never met a native speaker of English before. Jenny tells me they are so
excited to have me at the university, and many students want badly to learn about my
culture and me. Our weekly dinners out and visits in my Chinese home become a routine.
They teach me more than I am teaching them, I think. There is a mutual love of learning
exchanged between us. We are learning more than language; we are learning about
ourselves. I am finding connection. I see meaning and purpose.
There are many glorious learning moments that have evoked me in such profound and
meaningful ways, both in and outside of the classroom. I am lăoshī – teacher. But, I am
also student. The idea of Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live
captures this idea of learning I have experienced both as a teacher and student. This
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learning, which I see on a cognitive or intellectual level, feeds my self-care. This centers
in teaching and learning and the nature of myself as a teacher and student. As a teacher,
inspiring a love of learning in others is central to my intellectual self-care. As a learner, it
is critically important that I engage in learning that is rewarding and meaningful. The
idea of Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live embodies the
principles and concepts of passion for learning and teaching, self-awareness, selfreflexivity, and gratitude. This all feeds into meaning and purpose in my life.
Passion for learning and teaching
I am teacher first. Part of this means that I cannot separate this from my identity. I
think I have known for a long time that I was meant to be a teacher because of the
inspiring teachers that I have had in my own life. Helping students and people is a huge
part of me. It drives me and gives me meaning and purpose in life. Content and language
are not my ultimate goal in teaching, though. My own inspirational teachers taught me so
much more, and this is what I have always hoped that I would be as a teacher myself. The
idea of inspiring passion or a love of learning through modeling or mentorship (Kessler,
2000; Kesson, 2002; Merton, & Daggy 1989; Palmer, 1998) is a central component of
who I am and supports my self-care. This idea is often carried through teachers who
inspire or “evoke us” (Palmer, 1998). Kerri Warfield writes about the idea of
inspirational teachers in her chapter “Becoming a Life Toucher” in Nieto’s Why We
Teach (2005). Warfield (2005) describes “life touchers” as those who “truly care and
strive to reach [students]” (p. 188). Because I have been extremely blessed in my life
with “life touchers” or people who exhibit this ability, one fundamental hope I have is to
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be a “life toucher.” Others have highlighted the importance of reaching self-actualization
through inspired teaching or guidance (Merton & Daggy, 1989; Palmer, 1998). This type
of learning helps students attend to their inner lives and their sense of self, which is a
fundamental component of good teaching, in my opinion, and a central idea in my own
life. This is something that I strive for as a teacher and human. The ability to form these
connections is the reason that I began teaching. I have realized how important it is to be
in a work environment that allows me to foster this type of environment and how
detrimental it can be to my self-care when I cannot do this for my students and myself.
The realization that quitting my full-time position at RMU was the best option to be in a
place where I could more fully attend to my own inner teachings and the teaching of
others became more apparent the longer I stayed. Now that I have been adjuncting for
two other departments regularly, I feel appreciated by the administration and can more
fully lean into the support that I feel is a top priority instead of an afterthought. I teach
writing capstone courses in one department but am helping support students in greater
meaning-making at the same time. I have made incredible connections with my students
in these courses. I have heard many times that my support helped them in ways beyond
the content. Even though I may not see my students daily or even face-to-face, I still feel
like I am inspiring them and doing more than just teaching content. I know that I am
teacher first and need to be in a position in which I can feel supported so that I can best
support my students. Being blessed or evoked by teachers is magical, in my opinion.
Being able to teach others to love learning and be inspired to seek meaning and purpose

251

is inextricably part of who I am. This is because of those people who have done the same
for me.
On numerous occasions, ‘teachers’ have incited a passion for learning and teaching
and heightened meaning and purpose in my life – moments that have moved me and
inspired me. The values that I place on the love of family and connection comes from the
care, compassion, and kindness my mom has shown everyone in her life even when they
do not always return it or deserve it. My love of art and creativity comes from years of
scanning through the glossy pages of National Geographic magazine that my grandma
Mary Jo subscribed annually to for me as a child and SLR (single-lens reflex) camera my
dad gave me when I was seven. My passion for photography took off after building a
pinhole camera and the weekly lunches in a photo lab talking with Mrs. Kissler, my
junior high school and high school teacher, as we shifted trays of acrid smelling photo
chemicals to unveil images from the previous day’s assignments. My love for research
and professionalism comes from the weekly chats and celebration with drinks and
appetizers after presenting research findings at AAAL (the American Association for
Applied Linguistics) with my graduate advisor. My friend Laura has taught me self-care
and self-compassion and reminds me that things are possible even when they seem
incredibly unreachable. The reminder to embrace vulnerability and be courageous comes
from a learning experience with my dissertation chair and advisor, Dr. Bruce Uhrmacher,
in a class on aesthetics in education nauseously shivering as I presented an original poem
after a year of personal loss for a group of strangers at Institute for Creative Teaching for
Learning. These people have inspired me to love learning and challenged me to better
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myself. They taught me to keep searching for greater meaning and purpose in life. They
pushed me. The evoked me. They made me better. They show me that I am a student and
teacher, and helping others is the greatest gift I can offer.
Dewey (1934) expresses this idea as a student’s ability to take in learning experiences
through her senses and feel a “heightened vitality” (p. 19). These are moments in learning
that connect the paths of intellectual, emotional, and spiritual – moments that Palmer
calls “heart” (2007). These people in my life are ‘teachers’ filled with heart, compassion,
and care for their students, something Noddings (1992) argues for in education. On every
level, these people evoked me as a learner, incited passion in me, and guided me like the
North Star in the night sky. These teachers are the reason I teach – I work hard to emulate
this in my teachings. I know that the connections that I build with my students and in
engaging in meaningful moments are why I teach – this is who I am. Palmer (1998)
argues that we must not reduce the profession of educators to only an intellectual path,
and I firmly agree with this. Synergistically, Eisner (1991) argues for profoundly
engaging and aesthetic educational experiences as the cornerstone of learning. This is
palpable when we see or experience that which is created through the work of good
teachers. While I feel that I have been a “life toucher” for a handful, I do not feel like my
full-time position at RMU allowed me to realize this as much as I would have liked. The
environment was not supportive of this need. My coming to learn this as a learner has
been instrumental to my self-care. It became apparent the longer that I stayed at RMU
that I would not get to be this teacher as much as I needed if I did not step away from my
position. The journey inward – the learnings that I came to teach myself – were one of the
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most important learnings that I had in the last few years. This sprouted out of the
professional development focused on the development of my whole self and in the selfcare practices that helped me focus on self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude.
Learning to really to myself and let go was instrumental in my happiness and peace.
Self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude
The self-care that I engaged in that fostered self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and
gratitude included engaging professional development at Journal to the Self, the
Academy for Learners, and Institute for Creative Teaching. This manifested itself in so
many ways, but the highlights that inspired learning and teaching were journaling and
mindfulness. Among many other lessons I have learned over the last few years, the
learnings of self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude have been instrumental in my
self-care. When we use reflection and introspection to see ourselves clearly and
objectively, we are self-aware. This is fundamental as a learner and teacher; it
significantly shapes who we are in life and how we approach life. Duval and Wicklund
(1972) coined the term “self-evaluation” as the ability to focus our attention on our inner
self; Self-Awareness Theory posits that as thinkers, people are separate from our thoughts
– instead, we are observers of our thoughts. Self-awareness or consciousness allows us to
be “aware of certain occurrent parts of oneself” (Ferrari & Sternberg, 1998, p. 15). This
means that we have the power to evaluate the choices we make and whether they are the
“right” choices to reach the goals we have set for ourselves. The benefits of being more
self-aware or learning self-awareness can lead to better decision making (Ridley, Schutz,
Glanz, & Weinstein, 1992) and increase self-confidence and job-related wellbeing
254

(Sutton, Williams, & Allinson, 2015). I became aware I was living a divided life (Palmer,
1998). I stopped separating my personal and professional life. I started showing up more
authentically in my classrooms and with my students because of this learning. I learned
that worked needed to be a place that I was valued and had meaning and purpose for me
(Ware, 2018). This encourages me to let go and move on.
The Six Foundations of Trustworthy Leadership (Appendix R) at the Academy of
Leaders taught me to reflect on my core values and vocational aspirations. It taught me to
listen to myself more and to trust in my inner wisdom. Learning to lean into selfawareness also helped me to be a better listener and observer of other peoples’ emotions.
This helped me to stop and think about my judgment of others and gave me new
perspectives about how others live their lives. The Academy taught me how to hold
paradox and tension better in the uncertainty of times and complexity of life. It taught me
how to let go of violence at work and damaging relationships. It taught me how to set and
follow boundaries and that saying “no” is okay. It taught me that there are seasons or
ebbs and flows of challenge, growth, and renewal in our vocations and personal lives.
The self-awareness and self-reflectivity that I gained through this professional
development profoundly shaped my personal and professional life. As learners and
teachers, I believe that professional development opportunities that cultivate renewal and
growth in our personal and professional lives are critically important in sustaining
teachers. This can be used to become more effective as teachers, particularly when we
can model living more authentically and courageously for our students.
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Some of the tangible outcomes of learning of self-awareness and self-reflexivity were
seen in the boundaries I created between my work life and personal life. I had become so
engrossed in work that very little time remained for my personal life. After much
reflection, I decided to avoid work emails after 7 or 8 pm on weekdays and altogether on
weekends. This allowed me to create space and time for my life outside of work. I
learned that I did not need to be available at all hours of every day. I needed weekends to
restore myself. I was honest with my students and explained that I had a life outside the
classroom. There was a mutual understanding that I would not respond at these times but
would get back to students as soon as I could. This freed up time on the weekends to be
me outside of being a teacher. Of course, I could not avoid grading sometimes on the
weekend, but by limiting my exposure to the many emails that came in, I felt free.
Practicing mindfulness was another significant lesson. It has allowed me to pay
attention to my emotions and state of being. This self-care practice was introduced to me
through my therapist but was not successful initially. My professional development
engagement with the Academy helped me to gain the rewards of this practice. My
clearness committee, a group of peers who met virtually monthly at the Academy,
directed me to an application called Headspace, which offers daily guided mindfulness
sessions that helped me turn practice into a habit. More modeling of mindfulness came
through practice in my social and emotional learning and aesthetics course in my doctoral
program. I learned to engage in breathing exercises and mindful awareness exercises like
forest bathing. As I was introduced to more mindfulness, I found more resources.
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The practice of daily journaling, which began as a result of Journal to the Self, helped
me to engage in self-awareness, reflexivity, and gratitude through reflection on my
thoughts and recordings of my inner dialogue. The self-awareness and self-reflexivity
that comes through journaling and an “auto” qualitative inquiry allowed me to analyze
what I was doing and why I was doing it. It allowed me to engage in dialogue with
myself. As a qualitative researcher, this was particularly important because it allowed me
to analyze my data and write up the work in a more credible way. As a teacher and
individual, this means having the ability to infuse positivity into situations even when I
have no control over my surroundings. I see this as the ability to set boundaries and hold
them and to let go of any guilt I may have felt for saying “no” at work. I see it as inner
work that is necessary to see ourselves and listen to ourselves truly. I see at as more than
just Life/Work balance – it is lifting our passions. This helped lead me to practice
gratitude journaling and gratitude exercises with my students in my classes as warm-ups
and closings in periods of the term that were stressful for us all.
The self-care I engaged in that supported the teacher and student in me was
fundamental to reconnecting with meaning and purpose in life. This allowed me to live
more authentically and to show up for myself and others.
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Energía – Connecting with Energy: The Wonder Within

Have regular hours for work and play; make each day
both useful and pleasant, and prove that you understand
the worth of time by employing it well. Then youth will
bring few regrets, and life will become a beautiful success.
― Louisa May Alcott, Little Women, 1950, p. 134

Figure 23: Photographs combine to illustrates the idea of
Energía – Connecting with Energy: The Wonder Within.
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June 28, 2017. It’s summer, and I am taking an aesthetics in education course for my
doctoral program and am engaging in a professional development workshop through
Journal to the Self. I write in my journal when I get home that evening:
Today we went to the Denver Art Museum as a class. I felt like a kid again. It was so
fun to be in a class that took “field trips.” I wish all my classes were like this. I
suspect my students feel the same. As I wheeled myself around the hard, smooth
floors of the museum on my knee scooter with the class, I could not help but think
about field trips Downtown as a child with my elementary classmates. One of our
“assignments” was to find a work of art that interested us and to “step in,” “step out,”
and “step back” – basically to heighten our understanding of the work of art through
increased perceptivity. The professor modeled the activity with a massive art
installation made out of rainbow-colored strings. He challenged us to think about how
we defined beauty and truth. I said that beauty is strength. It is natural. It is something
that captures our visceral attention. I said that truth is subjective. It can have multiple
meanings. At Journal to the Self tonight, I started to write about it in my five-minute
sprint [a timed writing journal exercise] but wanted to remember how I felt today.
Today was a beautiful day. The art installation was truly an aesthetic experience for
me. I wanted to sit in front of it for hours and take in the lines, movement, shape, and
color of the string. It all seemed to exist in such harmony. It seemed to hold some
much balance. The playfulness of the piece reminded me that there can be wonder
and whimsy in the world, even when everything else seems bleh. As I am in the midst
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of chaos at work and chaos in my own body, it was nice to have a small reminder that
not everything is full of ugliness. There can be balance. Maybe there can be more.
This entry centers on an idea that I am naming Energía – Connecting with Energy: The
Wonder Within. To be in a constant state of wonder and wondering has a magical power
to fill us with energía (energy). It allows me to reach what Seligman (2002) considers the
third path to happiness: the meaningful life where we can reach higher purpose or
connect with spirituality. It allows me to center on joy, play, passions, creativity, and the
aesthetic. It allows me to touch the spiritual, or to find wonder in nature, aesthetics,
beauty, warmth, connections, purpose and meaning. It allows me to fully treasure a place
of home within myself and the world around me. It is a place of professional and personal
enrichment. It is a place of living in the paradox; we take the good and bad, the beautiful
and the ugly, the dark and the light, the pain and the healing, and the death and the life.
We look for balance.
I pulled Connecting with Energy: The Wonder Within from a term called
“wonderlust.” It is a principle that I root my life in. When people ask what qualities are
most important in my life, wonderlust comes right after family and health. Wonderlust is
a fanciful expression used to express an intense yearning to not only see and do but also
to be more. Wonderlust is a desire to be a constant state of wonder, and those wonderings
often center on joy, play, passions, creativity, and the aesthetic. Essentially, I see the idea
of wonderlust as being in a constant state of wonder. Wonderlust, though often confused
with the term wanderlust, which often means the strong desire to travel, can mean the
wondering of one’s soul throughout various journeys in life. I believe the term
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wonderlust, extra emphasis on the ‘O,’ encapsulates the spirit of this part of my self-care,
which is centered in the practice and art of wondering about ourselves and the world
around us. Connecting with Energy: The Wonder Within refers to the capacity to:


See joy, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic



Do or experience joy, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic



To Be or to embrace the spirit of living in a constant state of wonder with joy,
play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic

When thinking about this, I think about how I have brought wonder and wondering into
my life. I think, “what self-care practices did I engage in that brought wonder and
wondering into my life, and how did these self-care practices allow me to meet struggles
in my professional and personal life?”
Self-care practices that initially brought wonder and wondering into my life through
professional avenues included taking doctoral coursework such as spirituality in
education, aesthetics in education, and social and emotional learning and aesthetics in
education, and professional development engagements. After one clearness committee
call at the Academy, for example, I brought a question to the group about how to find
more work-life balance in my life. What I took away was that perhaps it was not worklife balance that I was seeking, but instead a search for passion. This call offered a more
important question to ponder as well as real tangible takeaways. “Have your tried
audiobooks,” one committee member asked. This might be a way to steal moments of
sanctuary in my day and might bring a little joy into a terrible commute to and from
work, he said.
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Reading for pleasure can be seen as a form of play as it can transport us to other
worlds and heightens our imagination (Nell, 1988). This “creative activity” is not simply
a passive pursuit (Holden, 2004); it allows us to engage in conversation, dialogue, and a
web of communication. Benefits of reading for pleasure include self-esteem, confidence,
communication skills, interpersonal competencies (Duncan, 2010; Gray, Kiemle, Davis,
& Billington, 2015), heightened awareness and understanding of human nature and
decision-making (Bruner, 1996), and combating feelings of loneliness (Rane-Szostak &
Herth, 1995). While it may seem like a small thing, finding time in my overloaded
schedule to engage in play was not easy. After every term, when I was on vacation, I
found myself scouring libraries to find a book to read for fun until I had to get back to
work. I am not sure why I did not consider audiobooks up until this point. Using
audiobooks during my long commutes filled me with so much joy at times that I could
not wait to get into my car to listen to my books. When a book was really engrossing, I
found myself listening on daily walks, in between classes, and instead of watching TV. It
became a ritual of play that I had been missing out on for many years because I could
only satiate this craving during breaks after incredibly stressful terms. Finding these
moments of play and joy are indispensable in the life of a busy teacher. It refuels us. But,
when we are not given enough opportunities to feed our souls, we are exhausted.
It wasn’t just audiobooks that allowed me to breathe some energy back into my life.
Many of these self-care practices manifested themselves into my teaching and work life.
On days that I taught three classes in a row and only had a ten-minute break between
each course, I was reminded to put away my phone. Instead, I listened to a favorite song
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or colored. I made a purposeful effort to avoid checking work emails during these short
breaks, and this translated into more joy in my busy schedule. Instead of reading emails, I
listened to a favorite song or walked through campus and really looked around and
experienced the world. I started to open my classes consistently with a co-constructed list
of favorite musicians that my students offered at the beginning of each term. The use of
songs that would lift us up was incorporated as part of my teaching ritual once again.
Students would walk into class learning new musicians and genres of music. They would
find me singing along and smile, laugh, and nod. Some researchers have noted a
decreased level of stress when listening to music in the presence of others (Linnemann,
Strahler, & Nater, 2016); it is common knowledge that music has the power to release
dopamine, a chemical that has positive effects on our moods, and that music can reduce
stress and anxiety and provide comfort. I feel positive and notice my stress levels
decrease when I use music in my classrooms, and when my teachers use music. I am not
naturally musically inclined – playing instruments is very difficult for me, but I LOVE
listening to music. I suspect this comes from the early years of listening to Motown with
my mom and Classic Rock with my dad. I remember lyrics to songs probably a lot more
than I should. I always joke about how if I could just store other information away like I
do songs, I could be something I never thought I could. Music speaks to me on so many
levels, and bringing this light into my daily life at work helped me reconnect to art and
the aesthetic. It brought moments of joy and stress relief in my busy days. On top of that,
I got to share my love of music with my students. We all need these moments as teachers
to bring us together and let a little light in.
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I found other ways to bring in wonder and play in my classrooms. I more actively
engaged students in aesthetic moments in the classroom through the use of multiple
mediums of learning. I brought in coloring books, crayons, colored pencils, pastels,
markers, Play-Doh, and crazy sticks. I invited artists, like an African Drummer, to
conduct drumming lessons with my classes. All these seemingly minor changes in my
work routine allowed space to make work more joyful, meaningful, and purposeful for
myself and students. Art, art therapy, and creative expression have therapeutic properties
that can promote healing and mental well-being (Stuckey & Nobel, 2010). Through this, I
learned my classes could be more joyful, reduce stress through play, and increase our
well-being. I learned that moments in my work life could circle back to my personal life.
In my personal life, I centered on small and big things that would bring joy, play,
passion, creativity, and the aesthetic back into my life. I focused on traveling,
photography, painting, taking ukulele lessons, playing outside (e.g., river trips, paddle
boarding, and camping), game nights with Jon, family, and friends, playing outside with
Rolo, reading books for pleasure, starting and finishing house projects, gardening, going
to music concerts and the theater, and stealing random moments of silliness on swing sets
at nearby parks with Jon.
In my free time on the weekends, Jon and I started forcing ourselves to reconvene
with nature. Just driving the short 50 minutes to the South Platte felt like an escape. On
the banks of the South Platte River, the water would rush. We would set up folding chairs
in the sandy soil, and Rolo, wearing his life vest, would jump around in the water chasing
sticks. My inflamed broken foot could rest in the icy water, and the pain from the frigid
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water would send pins and needles racing through my foot. After forcing it to be in the
water long enough, I would pull it out and feel some release. Minor changes in my
routine could create ripples in my overall happiness and connect to greater meaning and
purpose. Seeing and experiencing joy, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic allowed
me to embrace the spirit of living in a constant state of wonder with joy, play, passion,
creativity, and the aesthetic. Ultimately, I found more meaning and purpose in my life.
Not everything had to be darkness all the time. This changed my perspective on life both
inside and outside the classroom.
The idea of Connecting with Energy: Wonder Within is connected to my spirituality
or what brings meaning and purpose in my life and leads me closer to enlightenment.
American photographer Irving Penn says, “A good photograph is one that communicates
a fact, touches the heart and leaves the viewer a changed person for having seen it”
(Silber, 2017). Penn’s understanding reminds me of moments in my life that capture the
essence of this theme. I see spirituality through an aesthetic foundation and appreciation
of what is beautiful in nature and all that surrounds me. I believe it is a connection we
feel with ourselves, others, and the world around us. I think it is what is meaningful and
purposeful in our lives. It is a place of belonging – a place where everything is
interconnected and centered in energy and wonder.
I have found these moments often in my personal sanctuary. I find this sanctuary in
spirituality in nature and the beauty of moments in life. My stepmother Katherine laughs
because we have all married in our own “churches.” They were married along a creek in
Estes Park, Colorado. My sister married atop a cliffside in Lions, Colorado. Jon and I
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married on the Highway One Coast perched high on a cliff with a deep emerald forest
blanketing one side and the vast blue open Pacific on the other. Nature, it seems, is my
church. Arts and aesthetics bring me spirituality. This is where I draw energy. It is the
ultimate place for wonderlust. The beauty of nature is her ability to bring me closer to
understanding my purpose and meaning in life, is centered in love, and fills me with
energy. Many times, my moments of sanctuary are embraced through a connection with
the arts, like listening to the incredible mastery of symphonic music in Beck’s Morning
Phase album or in photographing lava fields in Hawaii. There are a handful of these
moments to illustrate this feeling – moments in life that illuminate this dimension of my
self-care – photographs that capture these single moments of energy and wonder.
Photo 1 - It’s Sunday after Catholic mass, and just like always, my dad is pulling out
the reel to reel tapes. I can smell the bacon wafting in the air. John, Paul, George, and
Ringo join us in this ritual. “I am he as you are he as you are me/ And we are all
together” (The Beatles, 1967, track 6). I am dancing in the dining room as the speakers
reverberate music throughout our home, and the sun is shining through the windows
reflecting on the red-tiled floors. Mandy and mom are laughing and talking in the kitchen.
Dad is lying on the floor of the living room. Different rooms but all together. It is a
moment of energy that fills my heart. A moment of connection – mom, dad, Mandy, and
I. Everything feels interconnected and centered in love. Energy is all around me.
Photograph 2 - Light is fading from daylight to dusk, and she is with me. We are
teenagers. To my left, the painted silhouette of the Flatirons rises out the window. To my
right, my best friend. Her hand cupped, rising and falling like a rollercoaster pushing
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against the wind outside the window. All around me, the Kenmore speakers worth much
more than my crappy high school car, boom as the drums and bass synth. The magic of
the arrangement and layering of the piano, drums, and bass lead into his vocals, “I’m
taking a ride with my best friend” (Depeche Mode, 1987, track 1). Dana and I turn to
each other, both singing Depeche Mode. I smile. “We’re flying high/ We’re watching the
world pass us by.” I feel this connection with myself, with my best friend, and the world
around us. Energy fills me.
Photo 3 – I am crouched down, and the intense heat and sulfuric fumes ignite my
senses. The liquid light in the stream of lava snakes its way down the hillside to meet the
ocean. Nikon in hand, I remove the lens cap. It slips from my fingers and is gobbled up in
flames. An offering to Pele, Goddess of Volcanos and Fire, I think. We are closer to the
lava field than we should be. The lava, at times, is less than five feet from my reach. I am
experiencing nature in her rawest and most powerful form. I am a photographer. I am
truly humbled by her seductive, enthralling, and breathtaking offering. I am but one small
being in a much larger world. Everything is connected, and I belong. Energy is.
Photo 4 - I, alone, a weary and exhausted traveler, find myself in this strange but
beautiful city. It’s late – nine or ten in the evening. I would like nothing more than to be
inside, tucked into bed in the pension. The host, a sweet Basque woman who barely
speaks any Spanish, tries to communicate with me in her broken Spanish and my very
limited French that a free concert of epic size is happening right now on the beach. I force
myself to go to appease her. I find myself hobbling down a long cobblestone street in San
Sebastian, Spain, after more than 12 hours of traveling. With strangely far off but familiar
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sounds, I walk the estuary to the beach where a concert of thousands are gathered to be
blanketed in the gospel of my favorite musician, Bob Dylan. With ice cream cone in
hand, the moon softens on the water, and he whispers, “Blame it on a simple twist of
fate” (Dylan, 1975, track 2). Somehow, by chance, I find myself here at this exact
moment. Unknowingly, this experience brings me closer to meaning and purpose in my
life. There has to be a reason for finding myself here at this moment with so much beauty
around me. I am filled by the mysterious energy in life.
Photo 4 - The convergence of a symphonic string ensemble slowly and softly rises,
giving way to a wave of intensifying vulnerability in the melody. The strings fade, and
the delicate strumming of guitar leads into his voice. The sounds mirror the sun slowly
peeking out over the horizon. Beck’s voice enters the speakers in my headphones, “Woke
up this morning, found a love light in the storm/ Looked up this morning, saw the roses
full of thorns/ Mountains are falling, they don't have nowhere to go/ Oceans of diamond,
always shines from your glow” (Beck, 2014, track 2).
I am running for the first time in over ten months. Running has always been my
escape as an adult. A place of solitude. A place of reflection. A place of restoration. A
place of peace. For several months, I have been physically unable to journey to this place
because of my health. Today, with the Pacific Ocean and Catalina Island off on the
horizon, I find myself running. The sun is heating me. My breathing is pulling me into
the present moment. And, my gratitude, like the sweat pulling down the back of my
sports bra, is palpable. The hours of emotional soul work at this morning’s professional
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development retreat fade in my line of sight as I draw closer to the Pacific Ocean in front
of me. I am engrossed in this moment of sanctuary. I am renewed with energy.
Photo 5 - Weeks on end the same album “Disintegration” by the Cure plays on my
headphones. We take to the park, Rolo, Robert Smith, and I. Our daily practice. The
small lake is dusted with a soft layering of fresh powdery snow on this spring morning.
Rolo on the leash jerks me around, and I am forced to stop. His hound nose presses to the
edges of the sidewalk where the dirt and grass present the finest perfume of daily
offerings. I look up, and the sun heats my cheek. The dark, melancholic loop of music
reminds me to cry fully, to lean into the pain. Somehow it soothes my soul. It reminds me
to let go and reminds me that only through experiencing the pain do we learn to release it.
I think of the loss. We watch the geese take flight. Smiths’ words leave me breathless.
You shatter me
Your grip on me
a hold on me so dull it kills
You stifle me
Infectious sense of hopelessness and prayers for rain
I suffocate
I breathe in dirt
and nowhere shines but desolate and drab
The hours all spent on killing time again all waiting for the rain
(The Cure, 1989, track 8).
Rolo looks up at me with his beautiful, big, dark lined eyes. Pure love staring back at me.
I push the tears back from my eyes as I listen to the words. I am his, and he is mine. We
do not have the child, but we are together – waiting for the rain: the sadness and despair
AND the rebirth and cleansing. There can be energy.
Moments like these in my life have cradled me in this feeling of connections to
energy, joy, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic. This is what fills me with
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spirituality. This is the wonder and wondering that offers connections to myself, others,
and the world around me. This speaks to a greater meaning and purpose in life. These
moments have surrounded me in a feeling of true self and love – magical and wondrous
moments that have lifted me up and held me there in a single moment, like a photograph I
can capture on film. Photographs that live in my mind. Moments that I carry with me for
life. It is moments like this when I know that my spirituality is around me and fills me. In
these moments, I can see how fortunate I am and how blessed I am with the beauty
around. It is a reminder to be ever grateful for these moments of energy and wonder
because they have the power to carry us through the darkest of times. This self-care
brings me immense light.
Bridges to my Findings: Themes in Relation to Literature
At Peace with Herz: Reflections & Connections
Understanding the disconnections that occurred in my life with my community and
within myself gave me permission to love and be okay with myself. This allowed me to
bathe in the positive emotions of herz. Loving ourselves is critical to living a
wholehearted life (Brown, 2010). When we live vulnerably, courageously, and
authentically, we are more knowledgeable and powerful (Brown, 2010; Palmer, 1998).
Feeling like we do not belong in ourselves or in our families (whether that be a family of
womanhood or actually our family) has “the power to break our hearts, our spirits, and
our sense of self-worth” (Brown, 2017, p. 14). Too often, when this happens, we numb
our pain through food and alcohol (Brown, 2017). I did this, but I learned this was the
wrong way to heal this wound. I had to learn to be better with my heart. I had to learn to
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be more accepting of my flaws and let go of expectations that were hurting me. This is
not something that we learn once, do once, and are cured. We must practice this daily. I
see this now. This is a profound change because of caring for myself and practicing love
and kindness. The importance self-care played in my life is seen in this theme.
Many of my ideas on connections, care, and compassion is drawn from Noddings
(1992) notions on caring relationships and The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning’s (CASEL) framework of social and emotional learning (SEL),
which I see as a critical component of connecting with the heart. Noddings (1992)
believes that this notion of care exists for the self, for intimate others, for distant others,
for animals, for plants and the natural world, for the human-made world, and for ideas.
When Noddings (1992) speaks of care for community, she breaks this into two distinct
areas: caring in the inner circle and caring for strangers and distant others. She maintains
that this type of caring forms the basis for a moral way of life ripe with trust, care, and
compassion. She believes that it is important to teach children how to care for others in
equal relations (for mates and lovers, friends, colleagues, and neighbors) and in unequal
relations (for children and students). She also advocates for caring for strangers and
distant others because it provides children with an ethical foundation for how to approach
the larger human world around them, thus teaching compassion. Necessary learnings
from this type of care and connection include coming to understand, appreciate, and
value differences and otherness, increasing the ability to sympathize and emphasize,
raising knowledge of others in an effort to increase tolerance, and understanding the
power of communities and how to improve and advocate for them.
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Noddings' notions of care and caring relationships speak to the foundational level of
connection that I seek in my life. This type of connection, care, and compassion help
protect me from being susceptible to disconnection, something that I struggled greatly
with because of the professional and personal struggles occurring in my life. My model
of self-care understands the need for these caring and compassionate connections, so I
must continuously search for opportunities to engage in these types of relationships.
Noddings (1992) also speaks to care for the world. She argues it is critical for people
to care for animals, plants, the Earth, the human-made world, and ideas because it should
not be separated from human life. Noddings (1992) maintains that learning to care for the
world enables people to control their own lives better. Similarly, in the Quaker tradition,
Education is not viewed as training for a competitive job market but as the cultivation
of a respectful, receptive, compassionate, connected and accountable attitude toward
the human community and the world as a whole. This is an education for peace, for
acceptance and celebration of diversity, for collaboration and partnership, and for
ecological wisdom. (Miller, R., 2001, p. 54)
I found this care through fostering animals, adopting Rolo, and making efforts to take
better care of the planet through reducing plastic consumption. I found this in self-love,
compassion, and taking better care of myself. This made me stronger and more capable of
taking care of loved ones and distant others. Empathy and tolerance can increase when
we live with this care.
The concept of social and emotional learning (SEL) also connected to my self-care.
Research defines SEL as a process in which people can “understand and manage
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL). I learned that
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social awareness necessitates “the ability to take the perspective of and empathize with
others…The ability to understand social and ethical norms for behavior and to recognize
family, school, and community resources and supports” (“CASEL”). This helped me
understand how to empathize with my students and others in my community.
Relationship skills through this self-care supported me to
establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with diverse individuals
and groups. [This resulted in lessons on how to] communicate clearly, listen well,
cooperate with others, resist inappropriate social pressure, negotiate conflict
constructively, and seek and offer help when needed (CASEL).
By attending to positivity in my life, I refocused on the connections I had with my
community. The world of psychology defines close relationships as “strong, frequent, and
diverse interdependence that lasts over a considerable period of time” (Kelley et al.,
1983, p. 38). This type of relationship is often seen in long-lasting romantic relationships.
These close relationships help me avoid disconnection and helped me sustain my heart.
The connections and relationships I held with myself, others, and the world around
me were fundamental to my self-care. Healthy and positive relationships are ones that
bring me joy, lift me up, and help me thrive, but this means that I must learn to be selfish
and love myself first. I also learned that there is power in my community – my people. I
do not have to be a turtle who shells up when I am scared and hurt. I can and need to turn
to community for support. This type of self-care must be centered on trust. I believe
creating boundaries was critical to my health and allowed me to be my most authentic
self. Self-care of my heart supported me as a whole person and helped me live stronger
and better.
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At Peace with Ola: Reflections & Connections
Everything is connected. This could not be clearer after analyzing my data and
reflecting on my experiences. When I look back on the year leading to the pregnancy
losses, the emergency surgery, the broken foot, and the other health issues, it is obvious.
How could I expect to be well physically when I was not well mentally? How could I
mentally heal when I was not physically well? My literature review looked into stress in
university teachers. The literature suggests that heavy workloads or demanding teaching
and scholarship loads are primary contributors of stress for university faculty (Borg &
Riding, 1991; Boyle et al., 1995; Chaplain, 2008; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Kezar, &
Lester, 2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2011). Stress occurs when faculty try to balance ones
professional and personal lives (Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Mason & Goulden, 2004;
Sorcinelli, 2007; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987). Lots of female faculty endure high levels
of stress because teaching and scholarship demands cause delays in family planning,
often resulting in childlessness (Sorcinelli, 2007). Unsafe school climates can increase
teachers’ perceptions of stress (Cohen et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2012). All this stress
creates physical and psychological conditions and burnout (Acker & Armenti, 2004;
Fowler, 2015; Lackritz, 2004; McCarthy et al., 2009; Reichl et al., 2014; Santoro, 2018).
Depression, sleep disorders, and exhaustion, among other health conditions are often the
result of this stress (Reichl et al., 2014). I suspect that the many stressors in my life
connected to my physical health and well-being. It is not surprising that I lost two
pregnancies amidst all of the chaos in my teaching life. The year leading up to the losses
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was packed with work commitments. It is not surprising that sleep was difficult or that
food and drink brought me comfort during this time.
My physical self-care came through the realization that I had to take care of my
physical health first. It had to be a priority. Ware (2018) emphasizes the importance of
diet and nutrition, sleep, and exercise in her model of radical self-care for educators. I
agree these components are critically important to maintaining a healthy physical reality
and a key element to my self-care. Understanding that my physical self-care is connected
to my emotional and social health was a key learning. I learned that my physical health
was vital to maintaining balance and optimism in my life. I had to let go of what I had
been and what I had thought I was. I had to understand that perhaps walking would be
different, but it would be okay. I had to learn that maybe naturally conceiving a child may
or may not be a reality, but I am a woman – a strong woman – who will be a mom, in
some form or some way. I choose to be a mom and can see this reality one day. I learned
that asking for physical help is okay. Learning to ask for help is not always easy, but I
believe that when we do, it makes us more sympathetic and empathetic to others. I began
to ask Jon to walk slower when we went out. I began to ask strangers at the gym to help
me do exercise. I began to ask for help from my co-workers when I was in my walking
boot and using the knee scooter. I asked my students for help inside and outside the
classroom. I know this may seem like a minor inconvenience for someone, but it was a
huge support for me. My friend, Laura, would pick me up from classes and take me to
another building on campus before my doctoral courses. I learned that I could rely on my
community when my physical health was suffering. This was a huge step for me. I am not
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an island and do not have to live alone in myself or, among others. This self-care gave me
control and power over what I had thought was powerless.
At Peace with Lăoshī: Reflections and Connections
Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live manifested itself
largely through the professional development focused on supporting whole individuals,
journaling, and mindfulness. I believe that the themes, principles, and concepts of selfreflexivity, support, passion for learning, knowledge, motivation, and engagement pours
out of the soul of good teachers. Because teaching is bound to my identity, I try to tie my
need to be a ‘life toucher’ into everything that I do in the classroom. Palmer (1998)
believes that good teachers develop the gift for the connectedness of the intellectual,
emotional, and spiritual paths in teaching and learning and that teachers have the capacity
to intertwine their subjects, their students, and themselves to open up a world of potential
connections for their students. Learning to inspire a passion or a love of learning through
modeling or mentorship is part of me (Kessler, 2000; Kesson, 2002; Merton & Daggy,
1989; Palmer, 1998). This type of learning helps students attend to their inner lives and
their sense of self, and I hope that I can return to a place where I feel I can more freely
and frequently attend to this. As a teacher, I learned to challenge myself to be more
enthusiastic and passionate because that cultivates student learning (Fried, 2001).
Many teachers and people in general, who struggle with significant conflicts in their
professional and personal lives go through a process of learning what is important to
them (Frankl, 1963). Writing, reading, rereading, analyzing, and reflecting on the
experiences allowed me to take in the negative and positive and create meaning for
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myself. The raw nakedness of this inquiry taught me the importance of teaching, learning,
self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude.
Writing journals and poetry let me tap into voicing my negative and positive
thoughts, which was immensely therapeutic. This type of writing has been proven to be
beneficial for people who are processing trauma (Williams & Poijula, 2016). Many
researchers have cited the connection that narration of life experiences for the self has on
positive psychological well-being (Burton & King, 2004, 2009; Gill, 2006; McAdams et
al., 2001; Pennebaker, 1997; Pennebaker & Francis, 1996; Smyth, 1998). The act of
storytelling has served as therapy, catharsis, and power for me (Gill, 2006; Pennebaker,
1997). Journaling allows us to organize complex emotional experiences (Pennebaker &
Seagal, 1999). Some studies of adolescents indicate that journaling can foster increased
self-awareness and personal growth (Utley & Garza, 2011), and self-awareness has the
power to give us control and time to reflect, decompress, and better face challenges in our
lives. My journaling gave me a safe space to release my thoughts and feelings, process
my emotions, and take control of what was escalating in my life. There is so much beauty
in learning that problem solving, interpersonal effectiveness, and emotional regulation are
results of this preventive tool (Utley & Garza, 2011).
Gratitude journaling, for example, comforted me and made me more aware of what I
had. This helped me to focus less on what was negative and more about appreciating the
positive. I remember one day in December 2019. Jon and I had gone to Kohl’s and Home
Depot late on a Saturday night. I was almost at 10,000 steps for the day – a goal I had set
for myself. We were looking for ugly sweaters for a Christmas Festivus celebration that
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we were having with our friends the next day. Rolo was with us, so we decided to split
up. I would take Rolo for a walk in Home Depot and get my steps in, and Jon would get
the shirts. On the walk through the dark parking lot, I walked through what I thought was
a giant puddle of water. It turned out that even though it had been warm for several days,
the heaps of snow that we had gotten had turned the melting snow into a giant block of
black ice.
Legs flying straight into the air, I fell straight on my back, knocking the wind out of
me and injuring my thumb and wrist. On the car ride home, I noticed a different reaction.
I had been gratitude journaling for more than 60 days in a row. Normally, I would have
been inclined to whine about my bad luck. Not that day. I told him that at least I did not
break anything. I even noted that night how I usually would have reacted negatively, and
that the gratitude journal helped me to be grateful that I was not hurt. I told our friends
this at brunch the next day – one is a therapist. I told them that I was surprised how to see
how the research in action. We really can change our reactions to our circumstances.
Gratitude journaling really did work. At least it did for me on this specific occasion. I had
not thought this was true before my journey into self-care. I believed I was fated with
back luck and could not change my reaction to my experiences. Writing consecutively
about positive aspects of my life helped improve my mood and helped me to focus on
improving my physical health (Burton & King, 2004). By looking at the positive
attributes in my life, I had a more profound understanding and acceptance of my life. Too
often, we are supercritical of ourselves and focus on the negatives (Carroll, 2018). We
believe we cannot change the way we meet struggles. By maintaining a gratitude journal,
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I was more aware of the positive, and this gave me a new perspective. I became a better
learner and a better teacher. I learned self-awareness and self-compassion and valued
myself more through a form of bullet journaling (Carroll, 2018). Teaching myself to
gratitude journal made me accountable for continuing to work out and to think more
positively. I noticed in my medical records that this led to fewer trips to the doctor’s
office for illness and other health conditions. My thumb and wrist took two months to
feel better. I did go to the doctors after a week because of the bruising, pain, and loss of
functionality. No breaks were seen, but it had been a nasty fall. Taking this in stride was
much easier with a change in attitude that was more positive. Learning gratitude was a
huge success for me and significantly filtered into my self-care. This helped teach me
more self-love and kindness, which ultimately helped support me and my students.
Reflective writing helps us concentrate on ourselves, our experiences, and actions so we
can actively learn from our experiences (Wegner et al., 2017).
As a learner, I also taught myself the value of mindfulness as part of my self-care. I
tried mindfulness years ago and could not understand what it was and how to do it. I was
reintroduced to mindfulness from my therapist in 2017, but it was not until I started using
the app Headspace that I began to understand how to practice it and how to make it part
of my routine. This meditation app taught me how to practice breathing, meditating, and
living more mindfully. I practiced guided exercises for managing stress and anxiety,
which ultimately helped to keep me present, calm, and happy.
Mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present
moment and nonjudgmentally. This kind of attention nurtures greater awareness,
clarity, and acceptance of present-moment reality. It wakes us up to the fact that our
lives unfold in moments. If we are not fully present for many of those moments, we
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many not only miss what is most valuable in our lives but also fail to realize the
richness and the depth of our possibilities for growth and transformation. (KabatZinn, 2013, p. 2)
Mindfulness is an ancient Buddhist practice centered on living in harmony and balance
within ourselves, with others, and with the world. It is about being aware of our present
moments and living into our conscious and unconscious mind (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). KabatZinn (2013) coined Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), which has been used
to reduce stress, depression, and anxiety and better support our physical and mental
health (Davidson, Kabat-Zinn, Schumacher, Rosenkranz, Muller, Santorelli, Urbanowski,
Harrington, Bonus, & Sheridan, 2003; Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, Walach, 2004). As
noted in the literature review, teaching is a stressful profession (Blix et al., 1994; Borg &
Riding, 1991; Boyle et al., 1995; Brown et al., 1986; Ceccio, 1990; Chaplain, 2008;
Court, 1996; Goldenberg & Waddell, 1990; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; Kezar, & Lester,
2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Lease, 1999; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Narayanan et al.,
1999; Sorcinelli & Gregory, 1987; Thorsen, 1996). While teachers play a key role in
cultivating positive environments for students, not enough is done to take care of
teachers’ health. The act of practicing mindfulness habitually includes benefits such as
regulating emotions, reducing stress, enhancing subjective well-being (Holzel, Lazar,
Gard, Schuman-Olivier, Vago, & Ott, 2011), creating connectedness with others and our
work, thus helping us live less divided lives (Kahn, 1992), supporting emotional and
cognitive regulation, which allows us to better reflect on and understand stressful
situations (Zelazo & Cunnigham, 2007), and fostering habits of the mind, thus helping us
meet and sustain challenges and demands of teaching (Roeser, Skinner, Beers, &
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Jennings, 2012). As a teacher, I benefited from learning and practicing mindfulness
techniques.
Practicing mindfulness helped in my professional and personal life. Some researchers
have observed greater immunity and less anxiety (Davidson, et al., 2003), increased
activity in cortical areas causing greater empathy and compassion (Lutz, BrefczynskiLewis, Johnstone, & Davidson, 2008), and reduced reactivity to negative experiences,
thus recognizing more positive experiences (Flook, Simon, Goldberg, Pinger, Bonus, &
Davidson, 2003). I see this a lot in the changes that occurred in my journal writing from
2016 to now. I have focused a lot more on gratitude journaling and making the conscious
effort to focus more on positivity in my life. I have also noticed greater empathy and
compassion for myself in my journals and my life. My medical journals have noted
significantly fewer visits to the doctor. I have not had a cold in over a year – this is a
HUGE change for me. For so many years, I have had multiple bugs a year. Jon had a cold
that lasted three and a half weeks in January 2020, and somehow I managed to avoid
catching it. I still cannot believe that I have better immunity than he has because this has
not been the case in the eight years that we have been together. Though I cannot attribute
this all to mindfulness, I do believe in its power to support me and make me healthier
physically and mentally. It has allowed me to manage stressors in my life better.
Mindfulness does not directly act on the target of stress, though a shift in perception
and response to stressors could conceivably alter the nature of the stressor itself. In
this respect, mindfulness shares similarities with other approaches that have been
successfully used to reduce workplace stress, like cognitive re-framing…A mindful
approach to stress may involve noticing body sensations, observing thoughts, and
emotions related to stress and practicing self-compassion. (Flook et al., 2003, p. 3)
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The idea of Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live embodies
a passion for learning and teaching, self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude.
Through my passion for learning and teaching, I was able to focus on what mattered to
me and modeling that for the students that I love. I began regularly practicing
mindfulness with my students and taught my students about apps like Headspace. We
practiced gratitude exercises as warm-ups through each term. We practiced mindfulness
listening exercises, breathing exercises, forest bathing, and other practices. The selfawareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude that I learned through journaling and
mindfulness supported me as a woman and teacher. Becoming aware of these learnings
helped me during a very dark reality that I was living in and was certainly a light.
At Peace with Energía: Reflections and Connections
My self-care has been profoundly impacted my ability to fill myself with energy,
wonder, and wondering. It has given me the power to restore myself and remind myself
to be more joyful, playful, and creative. It has reminded me to integrate aesthetics more
in my life and to search for moments in my life where I feel like I belong. This helps me
to know that I am part of something larger than myself. It allows me to feel like I am
home in myself and in the world. The interconnectedness that I feel is my spirituality.
When I was taking the social and emotional learning and aesthetics course in summer
2017, everything started to come full circle for me. I started to think about how
everything is connected and how my spirituality feeds my soul. The professor introduced
us to Brené Brown, and I began a voyage of listening and reading all of her books. Much
resonated with me. I would read and listen to her books repeatedly and think yes, that is
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what I have learned. I went back to read all of Parker Palmer’s books and found the same
thing. Again, his words rang true. We all want to be part of something greater than
ourselves. We crave connection to energy in life. Accepting paradox in our lives is the
healthiest way to live, even when we must admit that sometimes beauty is surrounded in
darkness. We must accept where we are and what we have – this is beauty; this is love.
Without this, there is no energy in my life. There can be no wonder and wondering.
Meaning and purpose fill me when there is joy, play, passion, creativity, and the
aesthetic. My spirituality is interconnected with all that is in my belonging in myself,
with others, and in the world around me.
The many lessons I learned through the other books I devoured as a result of
connecting once again with reading for pleasure lifted me up and offered lessons on
living and leaning into this energy, wonder, and wondering. Many of the books, both
nonfiction and fiction (The Book of Joy by Dalai Lama and Desmond Tutu, The
Happiness Advantage by Sean Achor, The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up by Marie
Kondo, The Life-Changing Magic of Not Giving a F**k by Sarah Knight, Unfu*k
Yourself: Get Out of Your Head and into Your Life by Gary John Bishop, Love Does:
Discover a Secretly Incredible Life in an Ordinary World by Bob Goff and Donald
Miller, Educated by Tara Westover, A Long Way Gone by Ishmael Beah, The Tattooist of
Auschwitz by Heather Morris, Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for
Women by Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn, Lily and the Octopus by Steven
Rowley, Fascism: A Warning by Madeleine Albright) taught me that even when it is not
possible to be beautiful and light, we can find meaning and purpose in darkness. We all
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want to belong. We are all connected in our journey towards spirituality, energy, wonder,
and wondering.
We’re connected to one another by something greater than group membership,
politics, and ideology – that we’re connected by love and the human spirit. No matter
how separated we are by what we think and believe, we are part of the same spiritual
journey. (Brown, 2017, p. 32)
I see connections to this in the ideas of spirituality and interconnectedness in holistic
education. All over the world, aboriginal and indigenous societies venerate the spirit, the
universe, the world, and nature, or what could be thought of as holistic thought or
philosophies. The North American tribe, the Anishinaabe, and many other indigenous
epistemologies, for example, position one’s understanding of the self as interconnected to
other living things, the earth, and the divine (Morcom, 2017). Many Native educational
philosophies place importance on the personal, subjective, spiritual, and transformative
aspects of learning (Couture, 1991).
Ramón Gallegos Nava (2001), a psychologist born in Mexico and author of
Educación Holista (Holistic Education) says of spirituality:
Spirituality is an individual, natural, direct experience of that which is sacred, of that
which is transcending, of the ultimate foundation, which is the essence of all that
exists…Spirituality refers to a living force within us, to our most profound and real
nature. Beyond the illusions, beliefs, and cultural conditioning, we find our spirit.
Spirituality leads us to be in harmony with things, to be imbibed in a universal
purpose beyond ourselves. (p. 128-129)
This beautiful quote speaks to the energy, wonder, and wondering that generates my
energy or spirituality. This is how I can transcend and carry moments of meaning and
purpose with me for a lifetime, like snapshots of photographs in my portfolio. Identity,
meaning, and purpose are forged through connections to ourselves, our communities,
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other people, the natural world, and spiritual values (Miller, J. P., 2001; Miller, R., 1997;
Nakagawa, 2000; Noddings, 1984). This, I believe, helps me as a teacher to succumb less
to stress and burnout. Finding energy as a teacher and person helped lift me up in
stressful times and to fill me with light.
The Falling Action is Complete
Now that we have journeyed through the beginning, rising, action, climax, and falling
action of my story, it is time to turn to the ending. I have addressed research questions
one, two, and three. I have storied the professional and personal struggles that occurred in
my life as a university teacher, the self-care practices I have engaged in professionally
and personally, and the impact of my struggles. It is time to address Research Question
Four: What are the implications of auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher
education? It is time to end my story and offer a conclusion.
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Chapter Eight
“White Sandy Beach,” Death, Light, and Rebirth

Figure 24: A photograph captures ideas present in “White Sandy Beach,” Death,
Light, and Rebirth
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I am thinking forward to this moment – a photograph in my mind. A photograph I
have yet to capture. I am dreaming of a moment of hope, light, and rebirth in the shadows
of death. “We were playing in the sun/ We were having so much fun/ On a white sandy
beach/ Of Hawaii” (Kamakawiwoʻole, 1993, track 8). I am picturing our children, my
sister’s, my cousin’s, my friend’s soaking in the sun and light. We all have shared the
loss of pregnancy. Now, we share joy. The children are building sandcastles as the tide
playfully moves their buckets of sand around in the shifting and swirling motions of
white water. I am healthy and well. We all are.
April 24, 2020. It’s raining today in Colorado. IZ’s soft, sweet, dreamlike tone and
delicate strumming on the ukulele bring me back into the song, “Last night in my dreams/
I saw your face again/ We were there/ In the sun.” It is the third day of rain this week in
spring. The garden is sprouting new life. Vibrant yellow is bursting out of the daffodils in
the front lawn, a cloud passes, and the rain dances in a moment of brightness.
Two days ago, my cousin texted me to ask if I had time to chat because she is
struggling. She is an ICU nurse on the frontlines of the COVID pandemic. I imagine that
she wants to talk about how challenging working as a new nurse is under these
conditions. I am shocked and saddened when I hear that she has suffered a miscarriage
and is now dealing with an ectopic pregnancy. It brings me full circle. She is searching
for meaning, reeling with the realities of potential infertility, questioning her womanhood
and motherhood, and supporting others before herself. I tell her I am honored for sharing
this with me. It is not easy to reach out and expose our vulnerability. I tell her I am sorry
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this is happening. She apologizes for not being there for me. We cry and share. We can
be together in pain. We can draw strength from one another.
March 21, 2020. A former freshman student from China, who is attending RMU texts
me because she is stressed and worried because she cannot get any food at the grocery
store. She texts me photos of the empty grocery store aisles. The dorm cafeteria has
closed down. She does not know what to do and is scared. I am frustrated that she is
among a group of students who are seemingly forgotten. Her English is still a work in
progress, and perhaps many email communications are incomprehensible for her. She
feels like RMU has somehow forgotten about the international students who have not
gone home during the shutdown. It is weeks before they reopen the cafeteria and offer
food to go. I scramble to find resources in her area to try to get her and her friends some
food. We cry and share. We can be together in uncertainty, even if we cannot be together
physically. We draw strength for one another.
April 24, 2020. I am pulled back into IZ’s song, and I picture us all together in some
moment in the future. All of my community laughing and playing in the sun on a white
sandy beach in Hawaii. This journey and dissertation underscore how much people
struggle in silence and how disconnected we can feel in our lives and our communities. It
underscores the need to share stories of struggle so we can normalize them. We can walk
together in darkness, light, and possibility.
Summary of my Auto-Criticism, the Dissertation
My journey over the last few years and in this dissertation has been a long one. It has
been covered in jagged shards of rock that have stripped bare skin from the body; it has
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been twisted and somersaulted over in crashing waves; it has sucked the air out of my
lungs in the struggles to stay afloat. It has also taught me how to swim again. It has taught
me how to ride the waves – to play and live in them. It has taught me to lean into
moments of darkness and pain. It has taught me to listen to inner wisdom and to be a
better person and teacher. It is rooted in togetherness, love, possibility, and light but also
a better appreciation for my struggles and the difficulties that others face. There are many
times in life when we face challenges in our personal and professional lives. The road is
often rocky and shrouded in uncertainty. Acknowledging this reality has been a critical
step in the betterment of myself and for the students I have served.
My purpose in this inquiry was to describe and analyze my experiences with
professional stress, pregnancy loss, and self-care. When I began this dissertation, I hoped
my passion for the betterment of teachers in higher education would be presented to my
readers. This auto-criticism allowed me to open up potential discourse, generate
reflection for myself and others, and bring about changes in higher education and perhaps
in all education. My intention to describe and analyze my story of heartbreak and love
was largely influenced by my identity as a first-generation college student teaching at a
college I would have never have dreamt of attending. It is combined with my identity and
sense of belonging as a multiethnic woman who has been influenced by world cultures
and languages. These factors have shaped my experiences, and I have been furthered
shaped by my experiences. My struggles confirm my belief that we are asked to do too
much and are seldom given enough in return as university teachers. We silence stories of
struggle. We often ignore the care required for ourselves because we are givers. We need
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to do a better job supporting our educators than we currently are. We cannot expect
teachers to do it all. This is unfair to educators, students, the profession, and society. We
need to understand and reflect on the multiplicity of struggles teachers face as individuals
and teachers better. I am hopeful we can walk together in love, possibility, and light on
the many winding, steep, and rocky paths we face because together we can steady one
other; we are stronger in community, connection, and authenticity.
Summary of Auto-Criticism as Research Method
Auto-criticism is an aesthetic, highly descriptive, and creative arts-based qualitative
inquiry focused on lived experiences as a path to understanding, meaningful reflection
(Rezac, 2019), and real world improvement in education (Saxe & Uhrmacher, 2016). To
complete an auto-criticism, one needs to engage in an intricate and nuanced nature of
describing and analyzing educational experiences, allow flexibility and multiple ways of
knowing, understanding, and representing something, and foster dialogue on how
something particular can generate meaning. This allows auto-criticism, as a research
inquiry, to make the storying of one’s lived experience more accessible to an audience
and generates a collaborative space worthy of sharing stories of struggle. This inquiry is
not intended to be a how-to but rather seeks to foster a community of dialogue and
reflection. I believe my auto-criticism has the capacity to engage educators in higher
education, administrators, teacher education programs, and the K-12 world. The
realization that we must support faculty and teachers has profound implications for
students and the profession of teaching. Because this is an emergent methodology,
continued dialogue is necessary to further shape auto-criticism in qualitative research.
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Summary of the Study Design
My inquiry included the use of a wide range of personal documents and artifacts
produced from 2016 to 2019. The combination of personal documents (journal entries,
calendar entries, artwork, and medical records), internal artifacts (paperwork from my
teaching and curriculum portfolio used for annual review, reappointment, and
promotion), and external artifacts (paperwork from the Academy for Leaders, Institute
for Creative Teaching, and Journal to the Self) served as my data. When analyzing the
data, I created hand-written, computer-generated, and phone generated field notes and
reflections. Rather than isolating phrases and keywords to code, I engaged in the work of
the critic and looked for a holistic and coherent picture in the data by turning instead to
the relationships among words and phrases (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). The use of global,
pattern finding, and cross-checking annotations allowed me to reflect on research
questions, make connections, look for emergent foci, solicit feedback for consensual
validation, and share data of struggles to maintain referential adequacy. The mixture of
data, field notes, and reflections insured credibly within my study and offered evidence of
my findings. This created structural corroboration, a persuasive and compelling coherent
whole, to emerge in the evidence (Eisner, 1991; Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Four research
questions guided my inquiry and analysis of my data:
1) What professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university
teacher?
2) What self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and personally?
3) How have self-care practices impacted professional and personal struggles?
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4) What are the implications of auto-criticism, as a research methodology, for higher
education?
These questions served as a roadmap to approach the entire study. When analyzing data, I
was mindful of connecting back to the questions, which ultimately served as the
organizational structure of my findings chapters. This allowed me to present my inquiry
through a plot. My findings chapters combined the storying of my experiences through
linguistic and photographic representations. The four research questions aligned with
Uhrmacher, McConnell Moroye and Flinder’s instructional arc, the operational or what
actually happens and the received or what was learned (Uhrmacher et al., 2017). The use
of linguistic and photographic representation allowed me to present the themes that were
uncovered in my data through an artistic and creative lens.
Summary of Findings & Assessing for Educational Significance
My research questions framed my inquiry and carried us on a voyage that promoted
intense self-learning. In practical terms, my questions helped me manage the logistics of
approaching and completing a dissertation of this nature and served as my guide in
clarifying purpose and direction in my personal and professional lives. The presentation
of my findings through thematic storying and bridges connecting themes and literature
have created space to assess for any educational significance in these findings, which is a
key responsibility in the role of an educational critic (Eisner, 2002; Uhrmacher et al.,
2017). Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven of this dissertation describe, interpret, and
thematize my findings. I assess my lived experiences as a female university teacher
experiencing high levels of professional stress, teaching through pregnancy loss, and
292

learning the importance of self-care in my professional and personal life. By using a plot,
I welcomed my audience to walk on this journey with me. As an auto-criticism, it is
imperative that I present my findings through a storying of my concrete lived experiences
(Eisner, 1991; Lightfoot, 1983) as a beginning, rising action, climax, falling action, and
ending. I turn now to present the fourth dimension of educational criticism and evaluate
my findings to assess for any educational significance found in my data. Please, join me
now in the conclusion of my inquiry and the ending of my story.
The beginning of my plot offers a baseline of my story, so the audience better
comprehends the connections within my plot and throughout my story. Living in la
Frontera/the Borderlands – a Critical Prologue tenders my positionality, thus expressly
stating my identity and feelings of belonging from early on in my life. This helps
understand Research Question One and how my identity factors into the professional and
personal struggles that occurred in my life. I describe how boundaries or places expressly
connect our physical and emotional identities and that we live in constant transitional
phases because these boundaries define us. This chapter details who I am and where I
came from as a contextualization to help my audience better understand my story. I
portray experiences that I had growing up to draw a portrait of how my family, ethnicity,
culture, socioeconomic status (SES), gender, and education have shaped my values,
beliefs, and identity. While I have been privileged with the education I have received, my
gender, health, ethnicity, and SES has marginalized me. These realities have a
considerable impact on the experiences that I have had in my life and the experiences that
I sought to describe and analyze for this dissertation. My grandma’s fear of us playing
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outside near semi-trucks, among so many other fears, fed into my own fears of so many
things in the world. The teasing I endured as a child fed into my insecurities about my
physical identity as a Hispanic/White woman. The realties I faced because I was born
with certain health problems factored into my identity. The drive to please others because
I did not want to burden my parents plays into my identity. I learned through this
dissertation how important understanding my identity is because everything is connected
to it. Understanding ourselves better allows us to show up authentically and courageously
in the classroom. This can create safe and brave spaces for teachers and students. As
teachers/researchers understanding our beginning is essential in living authentically. It
teaches us to accept our identities and feel a stronger sense of belonging. Without this, we
are more susceptible to the struggles we face as university teachers and live inauthentic
lives. When we are stronger and more accepting of ourselves, we can better model this
for our peers and students.
The rising action of my story, Stranded in a Boat in a Perilous Sea, and the climax of
my story, the Inescapable Labyrinth of Abyss answer research Question One: What
professional and personal struggles have occurred in my life as a university teacher.
These two chapters describe, interpret, and thematize the professional and personal
struggles I experienced. I explain what happened in my life and what I learned, which
speaks to the operational and the received within Eisner’s instructional arc (Uhrmacher et
al., 2017). I write about how pregnancy loss fueled uncertainty and fear, which
disconnected me from my community and myself. Teachers, educators, and
administrators need to know that personal struggles like pregnancy loss can break people.
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My struggles with pregnancy loss underscore how significantly pregnancy loss can affect
women’s lives. Even though I knew that the second pregnancy resulted in death, and all
was gone, I initially failed to comprehend the gravity of the loss. This created a longer
period of suffering and a feeling of being defeated. Taking two weeks off following my
surgery seemed like the correct action at the time. I had thought if I focused all my
attention on my students and threw myself into my work, this would be the healthiest
action. Unfortunately, I did not lean into the pain, loss, and defeat. I was crippled by it. I
was petrified it would happen again. I felt no hope for a future child. The utter shock of
the loss of the pregnancy, the methotrexate, the loss of my fallopian tube, and the
physical limitations of the surgery fueled my inadequacies as a woman, wife, and
daughter. I questioned my belonging in myself and with my community, and this drove
me further into disconnection. The loneliness I felt because of the disconnections was
amplified by everything else that I was struggling with in life. It breaks my heart to think
of all the people who suffer in silence as I did. We need to really listen to each other and
be more supportive. We too seldom pay attention to little cues from others who are
reaching out for help in the best way that they can. Analyzing and describing this struggle
has taught me this and that we need to do better by the teachers who experience struggles.
Many university teachers are women. It is not unreasonable to imagine other women
experiencing similar struggles. We need to ban together in support of one another.
Administrators and institutions need to be more supportive. Supporting students in times
of loss, trauma, and chaos is challenging. Expecting teachers to “show up” during
struggles such as these is irresponsible and uncompassionate. I should have taken more
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than two weeks off after my surgery. Our society makes us feel compelled to thrust
ourselves back into work even when we are not ready. This needs to change. There needs
to be safe spaces to engage in dialogue that would normalize the challenges, leading to
better compassion, empathy, and support for all. This should be a priority for people in
supporting professions. These impacts can leave us further away from our purpose and
meaning in life. This also leaves us susceptible to other struggles and puts us in a difficult
position to support ourselves and our students. The implications of these findings speak
to the damage that uncertainty, fear, inauthenticity, loss, pain, grief, and pressures from
society and ourselves can have in the lives of university teachers.
By adding more chaos like living in a temporary apartment during this loss and high
levels of stress because of preparing for reappointment, it further compounds our
struggles. The polarization of the nation, fluctuating enrollments, the safety of students,
and poor leadership added to an unhealthy climate at work. The themes within these
chapters taught me how detrimental fear, uncertainty, and inauthenticity could be in our
lives. I am stronger knowing it no longer defeats me. It is important for university
teachers to voice these struggles.
The significant pressures and stress that I was experiencing at work presented in the
Violated: Giving Too Much of Oneself, express a deep acknowledgment of how the
pressure to do too much – to live up to expectations and judgment of others – was
creating violence in my life. I was exhausted. I felt used up, overworked, undervalued,
underappreciated, and disrespected. Teachers and administrators should do everything in
their power to reduce the climate of stress and overwork in their work lives, classrooms,
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and amongst their students. This means that we, as teachers, must understand how to be
better reflective practitioners. We should study our experiences and try to learn from
them. I needed to learn why fear, uncertainty, inauthenticity, and the violence landed me
in a labyrinth of darkness. I needed to understand how addressing these stressors in the
future would allow me to be better equipped to support others and myself. Without
teachers feeling safe and supported, we will struggle to nurture safe, educational
communities. Students are more helpful, cooperative, and supportive and concerned for
others when they feel supported by teachers (Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps,
1997). These supportive teacher-student relationships foster healthy school climates
(Abbot, O’Donnell, Hawkins, Hill, Kosterman, & Catalano, 1998). Overcoming
challenges as teachers can serve as a model for students to overcome their own
challenges (Goddard, How, & Hoy, 2004). All of the overwork brought me very little
meaning and purpose, and understanding this violation has brought me greater peace and
place in my professional and personal life. For other university teachers, this underscores
the connection violence in our professional lives can have in our personal lives. We need
to be in environments that we feel appreciated and respected. We cannot and should not
accept overwork to occupy our lives when it silences meaning and purpose.
The health issues I faced in life and from 2016-2019 presented in the Broken:
Physical Health emphasize my struggles with many physical setbacks from being born
with kidney condition, to a misdiagnosis of a malformed uterus rendering me incapable
of carrying pregnancies to full term, to my pregnancy losses, emergency surgery, removal
of my fallopian tube, a broken foot, to a slew of other visits to the doctors. I have learned
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how much my physical conditions affect my ability to be well physically and mentally. I
have learned that our sleep and nutrition are essential to health and how much it can
negatively affect our health. I was swept off on a dark road because I did not have a
foundation of health to stand on. For my study to generate meaning for teachers and
students, we need to increase inquiries about the concrete and lived experiences of
teachers experiencing physical conditions, getting insufficient sleep, and numbing. These
are realities that many of us face and should be told. When we share stories of struggle,
we begin to create communities of support. We need this in higher education and
education in general. Many people suffer from physical conditions and limitations, and
understanding this has positioned me to work with these conditions and limitations.
We teach children the importance of physical health, but perhaps teachers too often
push it to the side when we are overwhelmed with our lives. Learning this has made an
impact in my reality. The implications of this for higher education should not be
minimized. We need to do more within colleges and universities to support the physical
health and well-being of our teachers. Perhaps, memberships to gyms should be
perfunctory. Guided meditations and other mindfulness should be part of institutional
goals and missions. Training in social and emotional learning should be mandated for all
employees, thus teaching people to better support their communities through compassion
and empathy. There is no need for university teachers to suffer alone and feel
unsupported when struggling with physical conditions. We should institutionalize
professional development focused on the development of the whole teacher.
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The Disquieted: Denial of Death & Yearning to Let Go addresses a significant
phenomenon in society. Too often, we place ourselves in positions that are harmful
because we think we should be doing something or be one way. I struggled with letting
go of a job that was violating me; I struggled with letting go of the unrealistic pressures
we place on women to be good mothers, wives, co-workers, and teachers. Society needs
to be better about not perpetuating this cycle of unhealthy expectations. We should not
feed into the unrealistic pressures. We should not hold onto these expectations because
we think we should, or someone else expects us to. We need to learn to stop pleasing
others if it does not please us at our core. Women are beyond shamed in this world, and I
see this as true when I read this dissertation back. Finding power and authority to govern
our own lives is something that we all must collaboratively make an effort to accomplish.
I do not understand why we still struggle with this. Men would not be here without a
woman’s womb. We should hold more power and respect. We deny ourselves this by
allowing expectations to overcome our realities. It is not fair to expect women to bounce
back immediately after pregnancy loss. Even ‘substantial’ work-leave like ten weeks off
is not enough when facing these struggles. We deserve more. We need communities of
understanding, support, respect, and training in compassion and empathy.
The inequities within academia and society need to be furthered addressed. I believe
that female university teachers need more power and authority to govern changes that
would support us. We may seem like superwomen at times, and maybe some of us are,
but some of us are not. Some of us are struggling more than we even care to admit to
ourselves sometimes. We need to stop feeding into the societal ideologies pressuring and
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pressing us. Receiving a lower salary as a woman is not the same as feeling awkward
because some man is staring at your breasts even though you are wearing a bulky winter
sweater. I realize this, but it does not make it any better. We determine our weight and
worth through a series of excruciating markers of teaching, service, and scholarship as
university teachers. It is not worth being broken down in this way. It is not worth losing
our greater meaning and purpose to toe the line. Female university teachers need to push
back more against this reality. Our societal norm does not need to look like this.
Honestly, I genuinely believe, if the situation were reversed, men would revolt, and other
men would, more importantly, listen. We need to share the stories of women having to
live up to unrealistic expectations because these norms are detrimental to academia and
society in general. We need to do better and be better, so we can model this better for our
students. Effective, supporting, trustworthy, honest, and authentic leadership is vitally
important in creating these spaces. Without this, teachers may not even be able to
complete even the simplest tasks. These implications are significant for higher education.
The climax of my story presents a key takeaway from this dissertation: everything is
interconnected in my life and trying to disregard this was damaging to my health and
well-being. The two sections, The Limbs and Leaves Are Dying: Disconnection from
Community and Is it the Limbs and Leaves? Is the Tree Trunk Rotted Out? Disconnection
from Myself, speak again to what happened in my life and what I learned. This section
describes how I had forgotten to use who I was and where I came as a strength. I allowed
disconnections from Jon, family, friends, co-workers, meaning and purpose, and myself,
leaving me devastated. My body suffered from the cold, sickness, and pain, just as Ofelia
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does in Pan’s Labyrinth. I judged my community for not reaching out and supporting me
even though I was not explicitly asking them for help. My pain and grief prevented me
from trying to fix my relationship with my husband because I felt it was not in my
bandwidth to fix anything. I allowed myself to suffer from societal pressures and selfexpectations of womanhood and motherhood. I allowed myself to feel trapped in my own
body and mind because of my broken foot. The disconnections I felt to my calling as a
teacher was furthered by the violence of overwork, under-appreciation, and disrespect at
work. Letting go and moving forward was impossible when I was gripped by fear,
uncertainty, pain, loss, and stress. Vulnerability is not natural. It is not easy to admit we
need help. I have learned that fixing just one part of my life was not enough. My personal
and professional lives are intertwined – they cannot be disconnected. Living a divided life
causes devastation (Palmer, 1998). I learned that trying to be an island is not healthy,
especially for teachers. Higher education is a strange beast – we are often so siloed and
pretend like we can take it all on because that is what is expected of us. This implication
shows how unhealthy this is, and this is evident more now as I have completed this
dissertation. We need to talk freely and honestly about this and work towards the
betterment of the profession.
My inquiry has the power to share these concrete lived experiences. I believe that the
more we tell these stories and critically reflect on our own lives, the more power we have
as a community in changing the reality of educators.
The falling action, Stepping into the Light: A World of Full Technicolor, answers
Research Question Two: what self-care practices have I engaged in professionally and
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personally and Research Question Three, how have self-care practices impacted
professional and personal struggles. Similar to the rising action and climax, these sections
also illuminate what actually happened in my life and what I learned. The combination of
themes taught me how to understand and acknowledge my strengths better and learn
betterment was possible by truly listening to my inner teacher.
I am just one person. I am not every teacher. We all have our own struggles in life,
and my self-care is mine and mine alone. There is no recipe for self-care for anyone. I see
that even more now as I am closing this dissertation out during a global pandemic. I now
have tools in my toolbox that will help me weather varied storms, but all storms are
different. The self-care that helped at this particular time is different from what is helping
me right now. This is a beautiful recognition. I am hopeful that this realization helps
others see strength in their own self-care practices. It crucial we do what we can to
support and sustain ourselves. We cannot be there for our students, families, and friends
if we are not kind to ourselves.
I see the search for connection and light through my relationships with myself, others,
and the world around me. I found the power to accept my body, my flaws, and my reality
through the self-care I engaged in. Leaning into the darkest parts of my life allowed me to
pick myself up. Self-care must be individualized and established as a routine (CookCottone, 2017) to feel at home in ourselves. My findings for Research Questions Two
and Three were divided into four themes: Herz – Connecting with Heart, Ola –
Connecting with Physical Health: Living the Good Life, Lăoshī – Connecting with

302

Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live, and Energía – Connecting with Energy:
The Wonder Within.
Herz – Connecting with Heart describes how I learned to be more accepting of my
flaws and faults by allowing positive emotions to fill my heart. I learned how to be more
authentic and understand that allowing pain brings healing. Lessons include
understanding the need to rely on my community and ask for help when I need it.
Relationships with my community are vital to my success and happiness in life (Diener &
Biswas-Diener, 2008). I am a feeling person and have learned to lean into my
vulnerability. This means that I must be more aware of how disconnection to myself,
others, and the world brings me down. I have learned lessons like giving and receiving
welcome from the Academy. The act of habitual journaling has taught me self-love,
kindness, compassion. I have learned how to question what is important and set small
achievable goals. This theme of self-care highlights the importance of reconnecting with
our hearts and what bathes us in positivity. This is important for me as a teacher because
of the positivity that I can model for my students. University teachers need to learn what
fills their hearts with positivity to best support themselves and others. We cannot put on
our students’ metaphorical oxygen masks when we have not put on our own first.
My next theme of self-care, Ola – Connecting with Physical Health: Living the Good
Life, describes the adversity that I discovered in coming to see myself as I really am and
not what I might like to be physically. This underscores learning that I needed to feel
physically well to be well mentally and physically. Through my inquiry, I discovered the
importance of the physical dimension of my life. When this was threatened, it was much
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more difficult to manage other struggles in my life. I unpack the self-care that addresses
physical therapy, rehabilitation, exercise, sleep, and alternative healthcare practices.
These various avenues helped me listen to my body and shift perspectives in my mind
about the limitations that I was facing physically, thus helping me move forward. I
learned that exercise was critical in making me feel like I was working to make myself
better. It gave me a measure of control when things were spiraling around me. I learned
that adequate sleep is essential to my overall physical and mental health. Without it, I do
not function. While I know that my diet was not always the healthiest, I began to try to
practice more control over what I put in my body. This is an important takeaway.
Alternative healthcare practices gave me some agency in my physical health as the
practitioners actually listened and heard me. This is different than Western Medicine
because they seem to look for a holistic picture of health and well-being rather than just
treat symptoms. The analysis of physical health and the self-care that I engaged in has
taught me that many of my struggles with physical health are impacted by the
professional stress and personal chaos in my life because of pregnancy loss and a broken
foot. My learnings with self-care helped me understand how to seek help and support
from my community when I am not physically capable of helping myself. This gave me a
positive outlook on my life, and I learned that I need to accept my current reality. I need
to stop living in what could have or should have been. For teachers, this understanding
has incredible weight. Whether our body limits us or something else, we need to work
with what we have. We can make ourselves stronger if we try. This reality has the
potential to create more agency for our students when we can model it for ourselves.
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Lăoshī – Connecting with Teacher: Living to Learn and Learning to Live, the third
theme of my self-care describes and analyzes inspiring a love learning in myself and for
my students, self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude. I approach self-care that
supports me both as a teacher and student. I describe how I learned that helping others
drives meaning and purpose in my life. Working in environments that allow me to
cultivate this is essential in my life. I learned the longer I stayed in my full-time position
at RMU, the further I had been carried away from this. The Academy, Journal to the Self,
Institute for Creative Teaching, and doctoral courses fostered a greater level of selfawareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude through mindfulness and journaling.
Reflective writing can help people concentrate on ourselves, our experiences, and
actions so we can actively learn from our experiences (Wegner et al., 2017). All of this is
particularly important in education because overcoming personal challenges as teachers
allow students to cope better with social and emotional challenges (Goddard et al., 2004).
Because teachers may not seek out learning and teaching through mindfulness
individually, I think professional development learnings should be institutionalized
through offices of teaching and learning and faculty development at departmental and
organizational levels. A key to supporting teachers is embedding faculty self-care in
organizational goals (Cox & Steiner, 2013; Kanter & Sherman, 2017). While there are
some studies on the benefits of mindfulness for teachers (Anderson, Levinson, Barker, &
Kiewra, 1999; Flook et al., 2003; Kemeny, Foltz, Cavanagh, Cullen, Giese-Davis, 2012),
I believe that there is room to develop a better understanding of its uses for teachers and
how these teachers can better support students.
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The self-awareness, self-reflexivity, and gratitude that I learned through journaling
and mindfulness supported me as a woman and teacher. I think that becoming aware of
these learning helped pick me up from a very dark reality that I was living in. They were
most certainly a beacon of hope and helped renew me. I hope that other teachers and
educators can find practices that help feed their learnings and teachings because we need
to support ourselves to support our students. This shaped who I am today, how I approach
life, and how I evaluate choices, thus leading to better decision making, increased selfconfidence, and more positive job-related wellness. I have learned to show up more
authentically, become a better listener, question judgment of others and myself, hold
paradox and uncertainty better, set and keep boundaries, let go of violence in my life, and
understand that life has ebbs and flows. This self-care allows me to pay attention to my
emotions more and live in the present moment, which infuses more positivity in my life.
The process of habitual journaling on positive aspects of my life has brought therapy and
catharsis as I process emotions and feelings. This has also manifested itself in my
classrooms through mindfulness and gratitude practices that we can do together. Students
have expressed gratefulness for these moments and the care that I have shown. Learning
to be a better student and teacher is a large part of my purpose and meaning. Finding
these cognitive or intellectual arenas that support ourselves helps us to be better for
ourselves and our students. This implication has the potential to heighten perceptivity
about our roles as students and teachers in life.
The last theme of my self-care, Energía – Connecting with Energy: The Wonder
Within describes self-care that brings me closer to a higher purpose and a meaningful life
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filled with energy, wonder, wonder, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic. I describe
how this allows me to appreciate wonder and beauty in the world, even in the darkest of
times. Doctoral courses that I took and professional development that I engaged in helped
bring moments of sanctuary into my busy days. I renewed my love of reading through
audiobooks. Establishing this as a habit in my life, along with more music in my personal
and professional life, brought play, joy, passion, and art back into my life. I was able to
share this with my students and foster a more conducive environment of learning. I
learned that my classes could be more joyful, reduce stress through play, and increase our
well-being. I learned that moments in my work life could also circle back to my personal
life. This is so important for teachers. The use of aesthetics in education is highly
beneficial to both teachers and educators (Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 2004; Kramer, 2010;
Moroye & Uhrmacher, 2009; Uhrmacher, 2009).
Teachers need these little moments of sanctuary, play, and passion in our classrooms
and lives to refuel us in stressful times. We need to find small pearls of beauty all around
us to carry us through darkness. They have the power to lift us up and remind us that
everything in the world is connected, and we are part of something bigger than ourselves.
Knowing that we are part of this world and are important cultivates greater spirituality,
purpose, and meaning in our lives. Finding energy as a teacher and person helps to lift us
up in stressful times and to fill us with light. I would encourage all teachers and educators
to seek the energy that restores them to support themselves and others.
I believe that this aspect of my self-care prevented me from further succumbing to
stress and burnout because it was a beacon of hope in the darkness. Teachers need to lean
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into moments of joy, play, passion, creativity, and the aesthetic more habitually to ward
off disconnection and stress. Higher education is an incredibly stressful environment.
Filtering light into our lives can help sustain ourselves in stressful periods of life.
Self-care profoundly shaped my personal and professional life. As learners and
teachers, professional development opportunities that cultivate renewal and growth
through individualized self-care in our personal and professional lives are critically
important in sustaining teachers. This can be used to become more effective as teachers,
particularly when we can model living more authentically and courageously for our
students. I turn now to illuminate how auto-criticism, as a methodology, brings potential
contributions to qualitative research and higher education – Research Question Four.
Whisperings to the Willows: A Call to Community
Take the Adventure, heed the call,
now ere the irrevocable moment
passes!’ ‘Tis but a banging of the door
behind you, a blithesome step forward,
and you are out of the old life and into
the new! Then some day, some day long
hence, jog home here if you will, when
the cup has been drained and the play
has been played, and sit down by your
quiet river with a store of goodly
memories for company.
― Kenneth Grahame,
The Wind in the Willows
(2014, p. 112)

Figure 25: Photographic representation of Whisperings to the Willows: A Call to
Community
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The Wind in the Willows was another favorite book growing up – so much of it
reminds readers about adventure and doing what is risky and unusual. It also reminds us
that some stages in life and experiences demand respect. It speaks to the importance of
making the most of our lives while we can. This is beautiful to me. I see similar themes
also represented at the ending of my inquiry. As I come to the ending of my story, my
lived experiences, I am reminded of these themes. At this point in my plot, we have
journeyed through the beginning, the rising action, the climax, and the falling action and
reached the ending. It is time to wrap up my story. This part of my story illuminates the
importance of auto-criticism as a methodology. I voice my inquiry of particular lived
experiences and address Research Question Four, what are the implications of autocriticism, as a research methodology, for higher education. I now wrap up my findings.
Standing on a narrow trunk, her delicate tendrils flex and blow in the wind as if she is
whispering to her community. The willow tree, a symbol of all who are struggling, who
have struggled, who will struggle, and who have endured represents the flexibility,
freedom, beauty, and power within this form of storytelling. There is magic in her
extreme bending – her power to morph and bow in extreme configurations – without
breaking. Auto-criticism, as a methodology, allows the researcher the ability to capture
these movements, to tell a story and paint a picture of these lived experiences in her own
way without breaking. It allowed me to share my journey, my experiences, my struggles,
my pain, my renewal, and offers hope to others in their own journeys and struggles.
Humans have a basic need to externalize the internal, to communicate, to share their
experience with others. The trick is to learn how to use a form of representation
through which imagination, affect, and belief can be given a public, articulate
presence. (Eisner, 1991, p. 235)
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Just as the long connected branches of the willow tree move together in solidarity when
the stormy wind moves through them, auto-criticism, as a dissertation, allowed me to
articulate my lived experiences of struggles and hope to an audience in collective
reflection, engagement, and public discourse.
I got to be an artist, researcher, teacher, and woman at the same because of autocriticism. The systematic strategies present in educational criticism and connoisseurship
(Eisner, 1991; Uhrmacher et al., 2017), enhanced by “auto” qualitative methodologies
and photography facilitated creativity, flexibility, beauty, movement, and strength. This
particularly powerful ability in a methodology lets researchers illuminate stories of
difficulty within lived human experiences.
The use of photography and linguistic storying in my auto-criticism constructs a more
authentic and aesthetic research process and product (Barone, 2006), thus challenging my
audience to understand and construct knowledge from varied lenses and perspectives
(Rezac, 2019; Uhrmacher et al., 2017). Given that auto-criticism is rooted in educational
criticism and connoisseurship, I was able to use my expertise as a university teacher who
experienced high levels of stress, teaching through pregnancy loss, and learning the
importance of self-care as critic and connoisseur (Eisner, 1991; Uhrmacher et al., 2017). I
do not remember quantitative studies that turn students and teachers into numbers. I
remember stories – stories that I can connect with when I think about my own life as a
teacher or the lives of my students. Stories can be immensely powerful in higher
education. I used my portfolio of photographs to add to my story. This was incredibly
joyous because these photos are rarely printed and never shared with the world. I see
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similarity in the stories of my struggles. This dissertation shares a part of me with the
world. Auto-criticism fosters choice in how teachers/researchers in higher education
present their inquiries (Rezac, 2019). When we supplement research with aesthetic
qualities, we heighten perceptivity within educational experiences (Eisner, 2008).
The collaborative of these stories creates an orchestra of greater meaning and purpose
in life (Dewey, 1933; Eisner, 2004; Gabriel et al., 2017; Krauss, 2005), and I believe
there is immense strength in this for academia and as a role model for others. Educational
criticism, and my auto-criticism, specifically construct meaning and purpose through its
capacity to emotionally move my audience with raw and naked accounts of the struggles
that I faced as a teacher and woman and the power I found to better support myself and
my students. Knowing and understanding do not just affect us on narrow cognitive levels;
it rips us to the core and speaks to us on a somatic level (Eisner, 2004). Auto-criticism, as
an aesthetic research inquiry, can act as a piece of art and research. “Art has the power to
render sorrow beautiful, make loneliness a shared experience, and transform despair into
hope…all art, gives our most wrenching emotions voice, language, and form, so it can be
recognized and shared” (Brown, 2017, p. 44). Auto-criticisms, such as mine, which share
our most vulnerable and darkest experiences, should be told more in higher education and
education in general. We need to stop living disconnected (Palmer, 1998; Palmer et al.,
2010). Expressing the reality that I was living a divided life as a university teacher is vital
for others to hear because I suffered immense devastation. My auto-criticism has the
potential to share this with teachers, administrators, and students.
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Auto-criticism allowed me to use description, interpretation, evaluation, and
thematics (Eisner, 1991; Uhrmacher et al., 2017) in critical analysis and reflection of my
lived experiences (Rezac, 2019). Eisner (1991) says that often institutions and schools do
little to substantively offer professional growth in teaching after the first three to four
years and suggests that through educational criticism researcher/teachers have the
potential to engage in self-reflective practices for the betterment of the teacher, her
classrooms, her students, and the greater community. I see the act of my auto-criticism in
this capacity, too. The reflexivity I engaged in during this process as a teacher and
woman promoted critical reflections and interpretations of my personal experiences
(Ellis, 2013; Hughes et al., 2012). These learnings and teachings generated personal and
professional growth (Zeichner, 1999).
One of the most influential pieces of literature for inspiration in conducting this
inquiry was Kiesinger’s (1998) narrative that described the processes, challenges, and
difficulties of writing about a woman’s struggle with bulimia and obesity. I hope that my
study, too, will generate meaning through the hope that it offers other teachers and
women who have struggled or are struggling. I hope it illuminates the topic of stress and
pregnancy loss for female university teachers without feelings of shame. I hope it
normalizes opportunities to talk about and share personal stories of struggle (Kiesinger’s
(1998) for university teachers. My hope is my auto-criticism inspires others to engage in
reflection on their own teachings and struggles as educators to renew themselves
personally and professionally (Zeichner, 1999), and this will help their students, their
classrooms, and our community in education. “The creation of new visions of educational
312

inquiry can not only broaden the ways in which we study schooling, but even more
important, can expand our conception of human cognition and help us develop new forms
of pedagogical practice” (Eisner, 1991, p. 245) A significant feature of auto-criticism is
the ability to contribute to real-world improvement in education. Eisner (1991) says,
The primary ideal for educational criticism is that it should contribute to the
enhancement of the educational process and through it to the educational
enhancement of students. In this sense educational criticism is an educational
medium. It is not a detached, value-neutral descriptive vehicle concerned only with
something called disinterested knowledge, but rather is concerned with understanding
for educational improvement. The aim of the enterprise, like education itself, is
normative, not simply descriptive. Thus the toughest test of educational criticism…to
any form of educational research…is, does it contribute to the improvement of
education. (p. 114)
Though my inquiry is a study of particulars, it is through particulars that we find meaning
(Eisner, 1991). This inquiry, and all auto-criticisms, I believe, have the power to inform
education. I have said it before, and I will say it again; my story is not a how-to; it is a
story to encourage dialogue and other stories.
Meaningful reflection can become possible through auto-criticism because of the
authority it gives us to make our story ours and not offer a how-to list for others to
follow. It can be actualized in our own greater meaning and purpose and through our
communities. Auto-criticism has the power to grant us a beautiful gift of seeing the lives
of teachers without physically being present in their lives. Truthfully, many of us who
struggle do not even share these stories with our families and close friends. My parents
were shocked to learn about many things that I present in this dissertation. I often heard
how sad they were that they did know that these things happened and that I was suffering
alone. Many people in our communities are never given the opportunity to see or
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understand. Auto-criticism can be used as a bridge. Narrating my life experiences through
this research inquiry allowed me to voice my story and engage in a therapeutic and
cathartic process, leading to a more positive psychological well-being (Burton & King,
2004, 2009; Gill, 2006; McAdams et al., 2001; Pennebaker, 1997; Pennebaker & Francis,
1996; Smyth, 1998). I agree with researchers like Gill (2006), who contend that this form
of confessional writing, my storytelling, may serve as a trinity of empowerment,
catharsis, and healing. The act of writing about my experiences has improved my ability
to be well physically and mentally, as other researchers have indicated (Pennebaker,
1997; Smyth, 1998). The power to engage in self-reflexivity is a fundamental part of
growth. This tool should be used by teachers and helps us voice our stories of struggle to
open up a critical dialogue that has the potential to better support our teachers and
strengthen the field of higher education and education in general.
This inquiry has made it clear how much we fail as a society to share stories of
struggle and how important it is to tell them. Auto-criticism in higher education exposes
the faults rooted in this phenomenon. Through this methodology, teachers and
researchers can highlight significant areas of concern to cultivate awareness,
understanding, compassion, empathy, and learning. As a critic, my story underscores
future areas of research and dialogue, especially for those who are less observant or less
aware (Eisner, 1991, 2004). Perhaps, my dissertation will sprout what we do not regularly
see, hear, and understand (Eisner, 1991), and as a connoisseur, I can generate a greater
sense of heightened awareness and consciousness. My specific inquiry amplifies ways of
seeing, interpreting, and knowing (Uhrmacher & Matthews, 2005). Many teachers, and
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people, experience struggles in their personal and professional lives, and we search for
ways to understand what has happened and try to find meaning in our experiences
(Frankl, 1963).
Addressing this final research question has allowed me to see the gravity of autocriticism for teachers. The power to engage in self-reflexivity is a fundamental part of
growth for teachers and gives us the power and ability to voice stories of struggle in an
effort to open up a critical dialogue with the potential to better support our teachers and
strengthen the field of higher education and education in general. I think there is potential
for my auto-criticism to reach beyond the scope of higher education. Administration,
teacher education, K-12 education, supporting professionals, and society, in general, may
benefit from my auto-criticism. I draw this conclusion from the many pieces of data and
reflection that have occurred through this dissertation process, particularly in the final
weeks of my write-up. I am writing this conclusion during the sixth week that I have been
staying at home because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Globally people are struggling
right now – educators, parents, students, and so many others. I hope that the research
following the COVID-19 pandemic will add breadth and depth in this type of research
given the profound challenges many teachers in higher education are facing. In just
talking to handfuls of educators in university, K-12, and many others in supporting
professions, I am finding more meaning through this dissertation. So many people are
struggling right now, and the level of uncertainty and fear that is pervasive throughout
society is higher than most of us have known in our lifetime. The magic that I see right
now is something that I have not before – many people are sharing; many are reaching
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out for help. We are normalizing stories of struggles just through our actions. When I was
struggling, I often felt alone and did not reach out for support. It is heartbreaking to know
how many people suffer in silence, who feel they have no voice, or that no one is there to
hear us and really listen. There can be great strength and beauty in promoting autocriticism as collaborative for meaning-making, social connection, and increased positive
affect as we endure beyond our actual experiences (Gabriel et al., 2017). I hope to see
other teachers/researchers harness the beauty and power of this methodology to voice
their own stories of struggle. Meaning is seeded through critical analysis, examination,
and reflection of our personal experiences (Dewey, 1933). These seeds can be carried by
all the animals around us and spread throughout our communities. The blossoms and fruit
that they sow have the facility to bring beauty and life. Like other “auto” qualitative
research, auto-criticism can connect us – our lived experiences, our emotions, our minds,
our lives (Ellis & Bochener), and our communities. The gravity of auto-criticism and its
contributions to higher education, and education in general, is substantial and exciting.
We need to share and connect. Living disconnected from our communities and
ourselves leaves us too far down our labyrinth of abyss, and some may not find a way
out. There needs to be greater opportunities to combat our fears of uncertainty and
vulnerability through these stories. Auto-criticism can bring hope and light. Like a willow
tree that bends and flexes in extreme conditions without breaking, this methodology can
serve as a catalyst to story extremely difficult lived experiences of teachers. We can bend
in extreme ways without breaking if we are together, just as the willow tree stands strong.
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Final Thoughts
Talking Heads song “This Must Be the Place (Naive Melody)” keeps coming back to
me. I am singing it repeatedly as I wrap this up. It has been a long journey, and I feel a
sense of joy and release coming to closure. Although I had about 80% of this dissertation
completed before COVID-19 upended our world and way of being, finishing during an
extremely uncertain and challenging time has been a labor of painful and difficult birth.
My life as a woman and teacher has changed dramatically since January 2020. I
resigned from my full-time position at RMU of ten years because it was no longer the
right place for me and wanted to prioritize my dissertation and motherhood – a decision
that was joyous, difficult, and sad.
Talking Heads’ love-song reminds me of something that a friend said to me the last
night I was at RMU. We gathered to share aesthetics in education as professional
development, and the sessions remind me of a place of learning and teaching I had been
for ten years. In the dark parking lot, Josefina and I chatted about our dissertations after
the conference. I still hear her sweet voice in my mind. She said my dissertation needed
to be like the child that I had lost. I needed to hold it close and care for it with my deepest
love. Her lesson was the delivery of this baby, my dissertation, needed time to grow and
represent all of me. I needed something to close this out to give its birth and release
meaning and purpose. My cousin’s miscarriage and ectopic pregnancy did this.
I am currently teaching in another department as an adjunct. I received an email this
week from my administrator with glowing recognition of my contributions to the
department and my students. It is a beautiful change to feel appreciated and respected by
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the administration. This month, I was planning to begin my search for a new full-time
position after concluding my dissertation and was excited about this new journey. Jon and
I have been cleared to move forward with IVF or embryo donation after surgery to
address abnormalities in my uterus at the end of February. We were planning to begin
procedures this month because of a generous offer from my in-laws to help with the
costs. Now that everything has flipped upside down because of this global pandemic, I
am once again met with fear and uncertainty. My friend Laura told me that she feels like
she is on a seesaw – one day, she is up, and the next, she is violently thrust down. The
cycle repeats each day. This is the perfect image, I think. Writing a dissertation was not
easy. Try throwing into the mix uncertainty about whether or not we can or should move
forward with trying to conceive. A strange limbo prevents me from applying for
unemployment and stresses me about dipping into my savings. I fear the realities of
trying to find work now. Hiring freezes and discussions of furloughs are toping
discussions at Jon’s college. There is fear that neither of us will have jobs. Fears for my
aging parents and health compromised loved ones stress me. Exposure to the virus,
trauma, stress, and fear is compounded by family and friends working in the medical
profession. I keep telling myself and my community that we need to be kind to ourselves.
I cannot say that I am dealing like a champion in this COVID-19 crisis, but I can
confidently say that I am doing my best. That is more than I could have said over the last
few years. There is no magic wand to wave to make myself a picture of health and wellbeing, but I am stronger and more resilient today. I have a better toolbox of self-care. My
toolbox is not a one size fits all, even for myself. Many days over the last few weeks, I
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have found myself falling apart and struggling to get through each day, but I am reaching
out to my community, and I am practicing self-love and kindness. This is different. I am
changed. We are helping to keep each other afloat on this perilous sea. Together we are
weathering a storm that none of us expected or has experienced before.
I hear Byrne’s conversational sing-song voice, “And you're standing here beside me/ I
love the passing of time/ Never for money, always for love/ Cover up and say goodnight,
say goodnight” (Talking Heads, 1983, track 9). I think about how this dissertation and
self-reflexivity has thrown me into an absolute labor of love. We are together this time.
All the heartbreak, time, and energy leaves me finally at a place of closure and peace,
knowing that my story can reach people like my cousin. I learned this inquiry and this
crazy storying of mine is beautiful because of the concrete details of my experiences and
its collective power in sharing stories of struggle and renewal. I see now I was meant to
engage in this inquiry. It was not easy. I understand now why many doctoral students
quit. I want so badly to be done and move forward with my life. It is time. The child I
birthed, my dissertation, must leave my arms and go out into the world. It is crazy that I
cannot celebrate this parting. I envisioned a party, a trip with family, and a dream trip to
Greece with Jon. If I have learned anything, it is that holding onto these dreams and
expectations is not helpful. I will celebrate later in other ways, and that is okay. The birth
of this dissertation and the parting from it from it is natural and beautiful. It is what I
need most right now.
Especially now, there is more heart. There is more focus on my physical health and
well-being. There is renewal in my purpose as a student and teacher. There are little
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moments when I look outside my small house and see beauty in the rain reflecting in
moments of sunshine dancing on the yellow daffodil. I know that there are energy and
wonder all around me. We may not have everything that we want or need, but we also
have so much. My journey reminds me to find moments of sanctuary in chaos. I listen to
the music I love and transport myself to a moment of sun. A stolen moment away from
the reality we are living in. I can transport myself into a photograph in the future, playing
with community on the beach. I can find my way back to the ocean that restores me - an
ocean of limitless possibility.
On the days that I am struggling right now and cannot make any progress on my
dissertation, I know I was meant to be a teacher. The simple act of giving feedback on my
students’ writing capstone projects brings me back to life and brings me into the
mothering that I so acutely want. I am teacher. I am woman. I am mother. I am not sure
where this will take me in the next few months or years, but I am better having embarked
on this perilous and restorative journey. I have found a more peaceful home in myself,
with others, and in the world around me. “There was a time before we were born/ If
someone asks, this is where I'll be, where I'll be oh!” I imagine amazing auto-qualitative
inquires will come out of this time and the stories of struggles of teachers. I look forward
to reading their stories of struggle and fostering a continuous dialogue to better support
teachers and education as a whole. We can be home together, just as we are staying home
now to protect our loved ones and communities. “Home, is where I want to be/ But I
guess I'm already there/ I come home, she lifted up her wings/ I guess that this must be
the place.”
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Appendix C (continued)
Circle of Trust® Touchstones
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Example 2 Annotating Data
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Example 3 Annotating Data
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Appendix I
“Captured Moments” Journal entry from Journal to the Self

380

Appendix J
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Appendix L
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Appendix P
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